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1.1 Historical foundations of the self-directed learning concept 
 
Self-directed learning is a process in which a learner controls their learning 
objectives and means in order to meet personal goals or the perceived demands of 
their personal context. The learner(s) themselves represent a central and salient 
feature of their differentiated context and consequently in the process a learner’s 
learning means and objectives are highly individual. 
Self-directed learning has been positioned as a critical competence for adults 
living in our modern world, where social contextual conditions are changing 
rapidly (cf. Morris, 2018a, Chapter 3). In this regard, it could be argued that 
fostering learners’ self-directed learning competence should represent a foremost 
endeavor of formal education in many contexts. Self-directed learning competence 
is defined as the ability of a learner to successfully and efficiently undertake self-
directed learning. 
This thesis may be useful for a multitude of educational stakeholders including 
educators, curriculum developers, managers, and government policy-makers, but 
also personnel concerned with human resource development. 
The construct of self-directed learning has multiple dimensions (e.g., Beckers, 
Dolmans, & van Merriënboer, 2016; Morris, 2018c, Chapter 2; O’Shea, 2003; 
Song & Hill, 2007). In a recent review of the self-directed learning concept, 





scholarly conceptualizations of self-directed learning commonly emphasize one or 
more of three dimensions: (1) the process of learning—the management of 
learning tasks (2) personality characteristics of the learner, and/or (3) factors 
within the learner’s context that influence the possibility for learners to undertake 
self-directed learning. These dimensions are discussed in further detail in the 
forthcoming sections of this chapter. 
Moreover, some scholarly works on self-directed learning (e.g., Garrison, 
1997) have highlighted the need to consider a fourth dimension, which concerns 
the cognitive aspect of self-directed learning. This includes self-regulatory 
processes (cf. Jones, 2017; Pintrich, 2004; Zimmerman, 1990), but also how 
knowledge is construed during the learning process. In this regard, Chapter 3 of 
the present thesis aims to further our understanding of, and highlights the 
importance of considering, how learners learn during the self-directed learning 
process. In addition, the aim of Chapter 4 (Morris, 2019a) is to further our 
understanding of the types of educational experiences that promote a spiral in 
personal growth, which also concerns how a learner’s knowledge is construed. A 
summary of research findings from Chapters 2, 3, and 4 is given in Chapter 5, 
where key further research directions are outlined. 
In the present chapter, the historical foundations of self-directed learning are 
presented, followed by an overview of key dimensions of the self-directed learning 
concept, including details of the learning process, characteristics of self-directed 







1.1.1 Foundational positions  
 
The concept of self-directed learning grew out of popular works published mainly 
in the United States of America during the nineteen-sixties and seventies. This 
included the scholarship of Allen Tough (e.g., Tough, 1967, 1971, 2002), a 
Canadian who completed his doctoral work in North America, who became 
fascinated with understanding the nature of adult learning, especially regarding 
how learning in adulthood often represents a self-directed learning process. 
Through structured interviews with 66 Canadian adults, Tough (1971) 
identified that it was commonplace for adults to undertake “self-taught” projects 
of learning, outside the walls of formal education and without a teacher. He 
concluded that adults, at the time of the study and in the context of the study, 
undertook a median of eight learning projects per year, which represented 864 
learning hours on average. He defined a “learning project” as a “major, highly 
deliberate effort to gain certain knowledge and skill (or to change in some other 
way)” (p. 1). Tough’s empirical work highlighted the pragmatic nature of self-
directed learning; pragmatic in the sense that adults may often initiate learning in 
order to find solutions to real-world problems that are situated within their context 
of living. Indeed, Tough concluded that, “Many learning projects are initiated for 
highly practical reasons” (p. 1) and “A great many learning projects are related to 





measurable/explicit adult learning was self-directed, driven by the intent to solve 
or resolve life-centered problems. 
A key limitation of this study was that Tough did not consider the quality of 
learning outcomes derived from the self-directed learning process. This is perhaps 
a very important limitation: just because adults undertake self-directed learning 
doesn’t necessarily mean that they are competent self-directed learners and it is 
possible that their learning outcomes are not efficient or successful in respect of 
their learning objectives. Moreover, clearly, since this study the nature of adult 
learning may have changed significantly, especially due to digitization (e.g., Rohs 
& Ganz, 2015; Schmidt-Hertha & Rohs, 2018). In addition, external validity of the 
findings should be considered in that the nature of adult learning may be distinctly 
different in differential contexts. 
In order to further our understanding of the quality of learning outcomes 
derived from the self-directed learning process, it seems imperative to understand 
the nature of the process of self-directed learning (cf. Chapter 3) and the types of 
educational experiences that lead to a spiral of learner growth, rather than learners 
moving in circles by habitually reinforcing their patterns of perceiving, thinking, 
judging, feeling, and acting (cf. Chapter 4). The present author concludes (cf. 
Chapter 5) that these are important directions for further research on self-directed 
learning, especially in regards to understanding the cognitive aspect of the self-
directed learning construct and furthering our understanding of how to foster self-





In this regard, a key historical assumption of self-directed learning theory was 
that learning experiences are suitable for personal growth: personal growth that 
represents desirable and responsible growth, in respect to the learner(s) 
themselves, but also other persons within the learners’ society. This is a key 
humanistic assumption that underlines advocating the fostering of self-directed 
learning competence in formal educational settings (Elias & Merriam, 1995; Groen 
& Kawalilak, 2014; Maslow, 1943). 
Humanistic philosophical assumptions include that learners are autonomous 
and capable of smart decision making, have a sense of responsibility to themselves 
and others, are inherently good natured, possess an urge toward self-actualization, 
and have unique but unlimited potential for growth determined by the learner’s 
self-concept and individual understanding of the world (Elias & Merriam, 1995). 
Thus, a key foundational position of the self-directed learning construct 
concerns having faith in learners’ ability to learn. Arnold (2015) pointed out that 
self-directed learning is “the single ability which gave humans the advantage in 
the evolutionary competition of the species” (p. 7; emphasis in original).  Knowles 
(1975) stated, “We are talking about a basic human competence—the ability to 
learn on one’s own” (p. 17).  
In this regard, influential scholars in the field of self-directed learning have 
argued that often in formal educational settings the human capacity for learning, 
specifically self-directed learning, is underappreciated and underutilized (e.g., 
Rogers, 1969). However, to the knowledge of the present author no previous study 





presented in Chapter 2 is the first systemic study that provides sound evidence that 
teacher-directed learning is still commonplace in some educational institutions in 
our modern world, at least in the context of the case study examined. In teacher-
directed learning, the teacher retains control of directing the learning means and 
objectives of the learning process. Historical scholarship on self-directed learning 
has however highlighted the importance of fostering self-directed learning 
competence in formal educational settings. 
For example, in 1969 Carl Ransom Rogers published an influential book titled 
Freedom to Learn. In his thesis, Rogers, who is considered a founder of humanistic 
psychology, contended that in order to prepare persons to deal with the challenges 
of living in societies in which conditions are rapidly changing self-directed 
learning is the most important competence to foster in formal education.  
Rogers did not offer any concrete empirical evidence regarding how to foster 
learners’ self-directed learning competence (cf. Chapters 2, 3, and 4), but offered 
his ideas for how self-directed learning may be facilitated in formal educational 
settings. Rogers discussed the importance of educators (1) setting the initial mood 
or climate of the experience; (2) enabling the collaborative setting of learning 
objectives with learners; (3) providing access to the widest possible range of 
resources for learning, including themselves (the educator) as a valuable resource; 
(4) welcoming all opinions and attitudes toward the content in an unbiased way; 
(5) working toward a share of control of directing the means and objectives of 
learning between teacher and learner(s), and; (6) not imposing how students 





facilitating self-directed learning in formal educational settings as a collaborative 
effort. 
Some forthcoming theoretical works on self-directed learning have concurred 
with this perspective. For instance, Garrison’s (1997) position was that in formal 
educational settings the educator inevitably plays a very important collaborative 
role in assisting students to appreciate the need to consider “what counts as 
worthwhile knowledge” (p. 23). Building on this perspective, Tan (2017) proposed 
that competent self-directed learning is ultimately underpinned by a “shared moral 
vision” (p. 250) of the “individual” and the “collective” (p. 251). That is, self-
directed learning does not occur in a social or contextual vacuum and, rather, it 
should be considered that there might be a need for learners to balance personal 
goals with societal needs (cf. Chapters 2, 3, and 4).  
Moreover, Malcolm Knowles, who like Allen Tough was supervised by Cyril 
Orvin Houle during his doctoral work, was also an influential scholar on self-
directed learning theory. Inspired by Rogers’s ideas (cf. Knowles, 2001), Knowles 
spent his career advocating the facilitation of self-directed learning in Higher 
Education settings (1970, 1975, 1980). Knowles’s work emphasized the process 
dimension of self-directed learning, which refers to learner control of directing the 
learning means and objectives—the externally observable management of learning 
tasks (cf. Brookfield, 1986; Mocker & Spear, 1982). Knowles (1975) pointed out 
that perhaps the meaning of self-directed learning becomes clearer when one 





an educator controls the direction of the learning means and objectives (e.g., 
Arnold, 2015; Dewey, 1938/1963; Freire, 1970).  
Indeed, Chapter 3 of the present thesis builds on this theoretical position, 
especially concerning that teacher-directed learning is a process underlined by 
behaviourist epistemology, characterized by predictable, measurable, and pre-
definable learning outcomes for all learners (cf. Murtonen, Gruber, & Lehtinen, 
2017). Whereas, self-directed learning rather positions with constructivist 
epistemology, demanding an alternative didactical framework than “traditional” 
forms of education (cf. Dewey, 1938/1963). 
In fact, Knowles (2001) acknowledged that he became excited about 
understanding the principles of adult education whilst reading the work of Eduard 
Christian Lindeman (The Meaning of Adult Education, Lindeman, 1926). Knowles 
had worked with Lindeman during employment at the National Youth 
Administration in the United States of America early in his career. Indeed, it is 
possible to trace much of Knowles’s ideas on the principles of adult learning—
which he named “andragogy”—to Lindeman’s work (1926), including that (1) 
adults have a deep psychological need to be self-directed (2) adult learning is 
individual (life-centered) and this individuality increases with age (3) experience 
is the richest adult learning resource, and (4) adults are motivated to learn when 
learning is connected to their personal needs and interests. 
In emphasizing the pragmatic dimension of adult learning, Lindeman (1926), 
in reference to the ideas of Dewey (1910; associated with the philosophy of 





approach” (p. 193) to adult learning, which involves learners asking four 
questions: 
 
(1) What situation have we here? 
(2) What sort of problem does it show? 
(3) What new information does it involve? 
(4) What action will set us towards a solution? (p. 193) 
 
The pragmatic dimension of adult learning supports, and is integrally 
connected with, the underlying constructivist epistemological position of the self-
directed learning construct. Constructivists view learning as an individual, 
interpretive, and active process of meaning making (Merriam, Caffarella, & 
Baumgartner, 2007). In this regard, von Glasersfeld (1982, 1995) and others (e.g., 
Arnold, 2015, 2017) reasoned that knowledge cannot be directly transferred from 
one person (e.g., the teacher) to another person (e.g., the learner), but rather the 
individual learner shapes his or her knowledge constructions. According to this 
perspective on knowing, one’s past personal experiences determine one’s unique 
knowledge structures, or lenses, in which present moment information input is 
processed, which determines how our knowledge is construed and represents how 
people make individual or co-constructed sense of experience. 
In this respect, and in referring to the context of formal educational settings, 
Jonassen (1999) identified that the fundamental difference of constructivist 
learning environments is that the educational process is driven by “the question or 





(p. 218) and “nearly every conception of constructivist learning recommends 
engaging learners in solving authentic problems” (p. 221), which inevitably 
demands learners to undertake judgemental and critical thinking (Dewey, 
1916/2013; Garrison, 1997). Thus, constructivist learning environments 
emphasize the importance of engaging learners in solving authentic real-world 
based problems. Chapters 3 and 4 of the present thesis builds upon this 
foundational position. 
Nonetheless, what is fascinating about early conceptualizations of facilitating 
self-directed learning in formal educational settings, such as that of Knowles and 
Rogers, is that they encompassed humanistic assumptions and acknowledged the 
importance of appreciating constructivist epistemology, but, in a seemingly 
piecemeal fashion, did not emphasize the pragmatic aspect of self-directed 
learning—intimately linked to a key purpose of self-directed learning—to solve or 
resolve problems in the context of a learner’s life. 
Although, there is inevitably some transfer, which represents an important 
research direction for further studies, it is however possible that undertaking self-
directed academic learning may not support the process of fully fostering the skills 
and abilities needed for an adult to be competent to solve or resolve the real-world 
problems in their social or work life. In this regard, Chapter 2 of the present thesis 
examines the nature of teaching–learning transactions that may facilitate self-
directed learning in formal vocational educational settings. The author concludes 





with differential pragmatic purposes, the individual learner’s needs and their 
specific vocational pathway. 
Moreover, perhaps because of the complexity of the didactics involved in 
facilitating self-directed learning in formal educational settings (cf. Chapters 2, 3, 
and 4), the self-directed learning concept continues to convey considerable 
misunderstanding and confusion. It is important to note that this has been 
historically the case. For instance, Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) pointed out that 
some educators may even envisage that self-directed learning involves “a person 
cloistered in the corner of a library reading a book or at home using a package of 
individualized learning materials” (pp. 11-12). The theoretical work presented in 
Chapter 3 of the present thesis suggests that, actually, such examples may indeed 
form part of a self-directed learning process, but what is essential to consider in 
addition is the nature of how learners learn, which concerns the cognitive aspect 
of self-directed learning. 
Chapter 3 also addresses, in part, recent scholarly concerns that the self-
directed learning construct has become somewhat obfuscated, both within and 
between academics and practitioners (cf. Beckers et al., 2016; Brockett & 
Hiemstra, 1991; Candy, 1991; Garrison, 1992, 1997). Even, self-directed learning 
has been recently dubbed as an “umbrella term” for various self-controlled goal-
directed learning processes (Beckers et al., 2016; O’Shea, 2003; Sawatsky et al., 
2017; Song & Hill, 2007).  
In the following sections of this report, key dimensions of the self-directed 





characteristics of self-directed learners, and (3) contextual factors that may 
influence the possibility for self-directed learning. Afterward, the aims and 
research questions of the present thesis are outlined. 
 
1.1.2 The learning process  
 
Self-directed learning was commonly conceptualized in terms of learner control of 
directing the learning process—the externally observable management of learning 
tasks (cf. Brookfield, 1986; Mocker & Spear, 1982; Garrison, 1997). The method, 
resources, structure and conditions of which are potentially influenced by the 
unique circumstances of the learning opportunity, determined by the contextual 
conditions of the learning experience at that particular point in time (Mocker & 
Spear, 1982; Spear & Mocker, 1984). Caffarella (1993) argued that, irrespective 
of the organizing circumstances of the learning environment, the self-directed 
learning process involves the learner assuming and maintaining “primary 
responsibility” for directing their learning process. The present author’s 
perspective on the definition of self-directed learning in this regard is detailed in 
Chapter 3 of the present thesis.  
Tough’s (1967, 1971) seminal work, discussed in the previous section of this 
chapter, was fundamental in popularizing the concept of self-directed learning. 
Tough’s study depicted a learning process of stark contrast to traditional teaching 





and reviewing aspects of the learning process (cf. Arnold, 2015; Dewey, 
1938/1963; Freire, 1970). A notable question that surfaced from Tough’s research 
was whether self-directed learning could be facilitated in formal educational 
settings. 
Knowles (1975) promoted self-directed learning as a process that includes 
learner initiative to plan, conduct, and review their own learning. He (1970, 1975, 
1980) proposed a continuum of control; the two ends of which being teacher-
directed and self-directed learning. Knowles (1975) advocated the facilitation of 
self-directed learning in formal education, but warned it can be “a very risky 
venture” (p. 44), concluding that “Students entering into these [North American 
university] programs without having learned the skills of self-directed inquiry will 
experience anxiety, frustration, and often failure, and so will their teachers” (p. 
15). These personal reflections, alongside early empirical studies, provided clues 
regarding how the success or failure of a self-directed learning effort influences 
the learner’s motivation toward further pursuits of self-directed learning. 
For example, Kasworm (1983) empirically tested Knowles’s ideas by 
employing learning contracts with groups of North American university students. 
Kasworm reported upon the effect of a course demanding self-directed learning 
from learners upon learners’ subsequent motivation for self-directed learning. She 
concluded some positive findings, but also that about a quarter of students had 
particular difficulty with the self-directed learning process. These students also 
reported that they would avoid future formal educational opportunities that 





remarked during the final class session evaluation that she had discovered she was 
not an independent learner nor did she expect that graduate coursework should 
assume that she should be her own teacher” (p. 50). Such early empirical evidence 
suggested that it is possible that a positive or negative self-directed learning 
experience affects a learner’s motivation for further self-directed learning pursuits 
and that fostering learners’ skills for self-directed learning may be necessary for 
promoting effective learning outcomes from the process. 
Other scholars, such as M. Gibbons (2002), have also advocated the use of 
learning contracts to facilitate self-directed learning. Gibbons explained that 
learning contracts could be used to plan and record learning activities and could 
work alongside other assessment methods, such as self-assessment worksheets. 
Gibbons also suggested that there are alternative approaches, such as the 
implementation of student-centered conferencing, or completion of a portfolio (cf. 
Beckers et al., 2016, for review), which could accompany a program of self-
directed learning.  
Moreover, further studies have empirically tested such ideas in formal 
educational settings. For example, Kicken, Brand-Gruwel, van Merrienboer, and 
Slot (2009) examined the effectiveness of vocational education of young adult 
learners in the Netherlands that demands self-directed learning. In reference to 
Dutch secondary vocational education, the authors explained that many 
institutions have introduced “on-demand” education because it is nowadays 
acknowledged that students should be given more control of and responsibility for 





mean age = 18 years, SD = 1.2) in their first year of a three-year hairdressing 
program. The study was designed to investigate whether supervision meetings, in 
which students received specific advice on how to use a development portfolio to 
monitor their progress and plan their future learning, helped them to develop their 
self-directed learning skills and improve their learning in the domain. Students in 
the advice group (n = 21) formulated better learning needs, selected more suitable 
learning tasks, completed more practical assignments, and acquired more 
certificates than students in the feedback-only group (n = 22). The authors however 
concluded that many students did not make sufficient progression in these self-
directed learning programs, especially, perhaps, because they were use to a 
teacher-directed learning process throughout their formal schooling up until this 
educational stage and suggested that learners would benefit from expert support 
for nurturing their self-directed learning skills. 
Furthermore, Jossberger, Brand-Gruwel, van de Wiel, and Boshuizen (2017) 
discussed the potential for workplace simulations to facilitate self-directed 
learning in formal educational settings. They explained that in vocational 
education and training of adults in the Netherlands, there has been a shift away 
from theoretical domain-specific knowledge taught in classrooms, specifically 
because it presented a problem of knowledge and skill transfer. The authors 
explained that workplace simulations, which comprise of domain-specific, whole, 
authentic, and complex learning tasks, have a very good potential to solve the issue 
of knowledge and skill transfer, as well as enabling the facilitation of self-directed 





didactical understanding of facilitating workplace simulations has, to date, not 
been properly worked out. Chapters 3 and 4 of the present thesis addresses, in part, 
this concern and may assist educators to understand how to design education that 
leads to deep conceptual understanding, which is required to secure workplace 
competence (cf. Chapter 2). 
Moreover, in a recent mixed-method study on the effectiveness of employing 
e-portfolios in Dutch vocational education and training (32 males, 15 females; 
mean age = 17.3 years, SD = 1.5), Beckers, Dolmans, Knapen, and van 
Merriënboer (2018) highlighted that assistance, especially feedback given by 
educators, seems essential to support the facilitation of self-directed learning, but, 
perhaps, requires much time and energy on the part of the educator. This idea is 
supported by previous studies (e.g., Kicken et al., 2009) that concluded that young 
adult learners often require teacher support because many young adult learners 
have not yet fully fostered the skills necessary for the self-directed inquiry process. 
One imperative advantage of learners learning in a formal educational setting 
is, perhaps, learner access to an expert—the educator—who may represent an 
important learning resource, but could also function to progressively enable and 
assist to foster learner competence to assume control of directing their learning 
process. Indeed, in 1972 Moore pointed out that “Most educational theories 
stipulate the desirability of learners’ acquiring sufficient skill in preparation, 
execution, and evaluation to conduct their own learning” (p. 80). 
In this regard, Arnold (cf. Arnold, 2015, 2017, 2019, in press) introduced the 





into the German education system in the 1990’s. The concept places the teacher as 
a facilitator of learning, who can enable, allow, help, or assist the learner to develop 
the ability to learn for themselves—encouraging learners to be self-directed 
through setting up learning situations and experiences that enable the progressive 
development of autonomous learning competencies, whilst concurrently, 
gradually, taking away teacher support. Thus, enabling students to develop 
autonomy in planning, undertaking, and evaluating their own learning.  
In a review of Arnold’s (2015) work, Morris (2018b) explained that Arnold’s 
concept adopts a constructivist epistemology and is complementary to other 
popular adult learning theories. Arnold argues that learning is always self-directed 
at its core and that learning is indeed a natural human ability: thus, human beings 
should have the capacity to learn independently. But rather, through certain 
teaching practices, such as consistently instructing learners to memorise and 
reproduce isolated facts, a teacher could discourage learners or block a learners’ 
motivation to learn further.  
Indeed, in reviewing Arnold’s systemic-constructivist perspective on self-
directed learning, Morris (2019b) discusses that Arnold’s position emphasizes the 
holistic nature of a learner’s experience of learning (from childhood until death). 
The systemic-constructivist perspective builds upon a more general view of 
constructivist epistemology, highlighting that an adult’s understanding of the 
world is systemically grounded in one’s experiences from birth. This perspective 





Hyland (2016) who discussed the need for a holistic educational system in order 
to facilitate, over time, the fostering of learners’ self-directed learning competence. 
Arnold’s systemic-constructivist perspective (cf. Arnold, 2019, in press) 
complements, in particular, Robert Kegan’s constructive-developmental theory 
(Kegan, 2009). Kegan argued that rather than being concerned with what 
information we know, appreciating our way of knowing is essential: it is important 
to understand that the way we construct experience can become more complex as 
we age. 
In this regard, Arnold’s work (e.g., Arnold, 2019, in press) highlights that in 
order to understand an adult learner’s tendency and propensity toward self-directed 
learning, the person’s childhood and adolescent experiences of learning must be 
considered. The idea of a systemic approach to understanding an educational 
process of competence development goes against empirical studies on self-directed 
learning, exampled through this thesis, that report on relatively novel, short-lived, 
attempts for individual institutions or individual teachers to propose or trial a 
course of formal education that stipulates or suggests that students undertake self-
directed learning. The systemic perspective on self-directed learning should be 
considered when interpreting the present thesis. 
In accordance with the systemic-constructivist perspective on self-directed 
learning, there is a need for educational systems that operate progressively in 
regards to learners’ competence development. In this respect, Chapter 2 of the 
present thesis documents a case study of the vocational educational system in 





which self-directed learning processes are facilitated during the educational 
process. 
The systemic-constructivist perspective toward self-directed learning is also 
complementary to staged models of self-directed learning. Most notably, Grow’s 
(1991) model suggests that the educator must stage educational activities that are 
suitable, but progressive, in accordance with the self-directed learning competence 
of individual learners. He proposed that contextual factors such as learner’s 
familiarity with subject content would determine a learner’s unique learning stage. 
Grow’s staged model of self-directed learning has four stages, in which there is a 
differential balance of control of directing the learning process between teacher 
and learner.  
In stage 1, the student is a dependent learner and the teacher assumes an 
authority role. Examples of such learning activities include coaching with drill 
exercises and informational lectures. In stage 2, the learner is interested and the 
teacher assumes the role of motivator and guide, such as in guided discussions. In 
stage 3, the learner becomes involved in the learning process and the teacher 
assumes the role of a facilitator of learning, such as in teacher-guided group project 
work. Finally, in stage 4, the educator takes the role of a consultant or delegator, 
such as in internships, dissertations, or individual/group study work. 
Moreover, M. Gibbons (2002) advocated that formal education is an 
opportunity for “developing the perspective, attitudes, and initiative that make self-
directed learning possible” (p. 17). He  proposed a five-step process to help 





learning outcomes (2) creating a supportive environment (3) teaching skills and 
processes for self-directed learning (4) negotiating learning proposals with 
learners, and (5) setting in place a procedure for self-assessment. Gibbons 
hypothesized that enabling all students toward a passionate pursuit of their own 
learning can only be enabled by educators “who are committed to this vision and 
equipped to empower their students to become fully and proudly themselves” (p. 
13). However, further empirical research is required to test this possibility.   
Other scholars have highlighted that formal education may represent an 
important opportunity to foster learners’ self-directed learning competence, which 
includes the skills necessary for the self-directed inquiry process (e.g., Arnold, 
2015; Grow, 1991; Kicken et al., 2009; Knowles, 1975; Rogers, 1969). This 
perhaps involves learners becoming confident, competent and comfortable with 
planning, undertaking and reviewing their learning process—which includes 
learners taking responsibility for constructing meaning from their educational 
experience, but also, perhaps, setting up suitable educational experiences that are 
conductive to learning (cf. Chapters 4 and 5). 
In this regard, John Dewey (1938/1963) argued for the need for an educational 
system in which a teacher’s role should involve the setting-up of quality learning 
experiences for students that leads to continual learner growth (cf. Chapter 4). 
Dewey discussed that a teacher would need to survey and take into account the 
individual needs of students and design learning opportunities and environments 
that facilitate students to connect new knowledge to their own individual 





key role in moderating a student’s desire to go on learning. In context of experience 
and education, Dewey wrote:  
 
The most important attitude that can be formed is that of desire to go on 
learning. If impetus in this direction is weakened instead of being 
intensified, something much more than mere lack of preparation takes place. 
The pupil is actually robbed of native capacities which otherwise would 
enable him to cope with the circumstances that he meets in the course of his 
life. We often see persons who have had little schooling and in whose case 
the absence of a set of schooling proves to be a positive asset. They have at 
least retained their native common sense and power of judgement, and its 
exercise in the actual conditions of living has given the precious gift of 
ability to learn from the experiences they have. (p. 48) 
 
Chapters 3 and 4 of the present thesis aims to address this important issue, 
identified by Dewey, but in respect of the self-directed learning process, 
concerning the need to consider what forms of educational experience may 
influence a learner’s desire to go on learning. Indeed, motivation, a further 
dimension of the self-directed learning construct, is discussed further in Chapter 
3, where a model of self-directed learning is proposed (cf. Figure 2). The purpose 
of this model of self-directed learning is to assist educators and other stakeholders 
of education to view the process of self-directed learning through a differential 
lens and to contribute toward the understanding of how to design education that 
can facilitate learners’ motivation for self-directed learning and foster learners’ 





The conclusions drawn in this thesis (cf. Chapter 5) identify that there are 
potentially differential forms of formal education that could or are indeed fitting 
with the model of self-directed learning proposed in Chapter 3 (Figure 2). This 
includes, but is not limited to experiential learning, which represents an 
educational process in which learners are placed physically, often in collaboration 
with others, in rich contextual learning environments that represent in the moment, 
uncontrived, experience (e.g., Fűz, 2018; Karoff, Tucker, Alvarez, & Kovacs, 
2017; Munge, Thomas, & Heck, 2018). In Chapter 4, the experiential learning 
concept is systematically reviewed; the learning process is ultimately underpinned 
by learner responsibility and control over directing the planning, undertaking, and 
reviewing aspects of learning. It is discussed that the models proposed in Chapters 
3 and 4 (cf. Figures 2 and 4, respectively) require further empirical testing and 
represent exciting further research directions for studies on self-directed learning.  
In sum, the process dimension of self-directed learning concerns learner 
control of directing the learning means and objectives of one’s learning process—
the externally observable management of learning tasks. Self-directed learning is 
a process of stark contrast to teacher-directed learning, whereby the teacher retains 
control of directing the learning means and objectives. In the next section, 
characteristics of self-directed learners are discussed regarding how they may 








1.1.3 Characteristics of self-directed learners  
 
Characteristics of self-directed learners concern relatively stable factors that 
influence one’s propensity, preference, skill, and intrinsic motivation, toward self-
directed learning. In this regard, personality characteristics that influence a 
learner’s preference for taking control of and responsibility for the learning process 
are important considerations (cf. Alharbi, 2018; Barry & Egan, 2018). 
Drawing on the work of Brockett (1983), Lounsbury, Levy, Park, Gibson, and 
Smith (2009) described self-directed learning as a personality construct, where the 
learner has “a disposition to engage in learning activities where the individual takes 
personal responsibility for developing and carrying out learning endeavors in an 
autonomous manner without being prompted or guided by other people (such as a 
teacher, parent, or peer)” (p. 411). 
Historically, some prominent scholars of adult education positioned age as a 
key characteristic of a self-directed learner: self-directed learning was considered 
a cardinal construct that differentiated adult from child learners (e.g., Knowles, 
1970; Lindeman, 1926). Indeed, the works of Knowles and Lindeman were 
considered the most influential, in this regard, in the adult education literature 
(Brookfield, 1984).  
Knowles (1970) made the presumption that the age of a learner should be the 
central factor that drives the principles and process elements that underpin teaching 
and learning. Knowles summarized the assumptions of “pedagogy” (didactical 





know how what they learn will apply to their lives; are dependant learners; 
experience is of little worth to them during the learning process; learning is 
subject-oriented and teacher-directed; and, the learning process is, in the majority, 
motivated by external motivators. However, such principles were not developed 
on empirical evidence, which may have strengthened Knowles’s position and 
argument, and may have, perhaps, highlighted a damming problem in some 
traditional formal educational contexts.  
In contrast, Knowles summarized the assumptions of “andragogy” (didactical 
assumptions of adult learners; 1970), proposing that adult learners need to know 
why they need to learn something, including how the knowledge or skill may be 
useful to them in their lives; have an individual self-concept; have a deep 
psychological need to be self-directed; experience is of high value to them in the 
learning process; learners learn in order to cope effectively with real-life situations; 
and, that learning is life-centered (or task-centered or problem-centered), 
prominently driven by intrinsic motivators. 
Historically, there were some strong criticisms of andragogy, which included 
the idea that age is a key characteristic of a self-directed learner. For instance, when 
reviewing Knowles’s (1970) book, London’s (1973) perspective was that “The 
mischief lies primarily in the mythologizing of the practice of adult education as a 
result of the focus on the notion of andragogy as that which differentiates adults 
from non-adults” (p. 72). Indeed, some scholars argued that, when considering the 
nature of their learning processes, child and adult learners share several 





Also, if a learner’s interaction with learning experiences influences one’s 
“learner maturity” or self-directed learning competence, then it is probable that age 
alone should not determine the principles and process elements that underpin 
teaching and learning. Indeed, some years later and after receiving criticism, 
Knowles (1980) updated his perspective and acknowledged that age should not 
necessarily alone determine the teaching principles and processes used by teachers, 
but more often than not, principles and processes that guide teaching practices will 
fall between the pedagogy and andragogy model assumptions.  
Moreover, reference is seldom made to the research Tough (1971) conducted 
upon 10-year-olds and 16-year-olds. Tough concluded that learning projects of 
young learners were “extensive” and “fairly similar” to adults’ learning projects, 
but there were some observable differences. Ten-year-olds’ learning pattern was 
more sporadic, which consisted of shorter bouts of learning, seldom longer than 
one hour. Furthermore, children had a wider range of scattered, rather than 
focused, learning bouts. Scattered learning bouts reflected learners’ curiosity in 
pursuing knowledge and skills that were interesting and fun. Unlike adult learners, 
children did not show a strong intent to learn. 
Sixteen-year-olds’ learning was more focused than the 10-year-olds as they 
allocated far more time pursuing particular topics in learning, often with a stronger 
intent to learn, linked to the realization of need-to-know knowledge and skills 
needed for becoming responsible for one’s “self”. Nevertheless, unlike adults and 
more like 10-year-olds, much of the 16-year-olds’ learning still focused on hobbies 






Some clues about new roles for school teachers emerged from interviewing 
the 10-year-olds. Their out of school (“noncredit”) learning was often 
influenced by their teachers. Many learning projects, especially for girls, 
grew out of an activity or topic at the school, or a question or book suggested 
by the teacher. The interviewer, Jim Fair, has also suggested that schools 
can help the child develop the wide range of learning skills and the 
familiarity with various resources that are necessary for effective self-
planned learning. (1971, p. 25) 
 
Learning of younger children is perhaps so divergent and sporadic that it is 
probable that children had many more learning bouts that did not meet Tough’s 
criteria of a learning project (seven hours over a half-year period) and therefore it 
is likely that a good proportion of children’s learning was not captured in this 
study. Understanding the self-directed learning projects of children represents an 
interesting area for further research. 
Moreover, some models of self-directed learning (e.g., Brockett & Hiemstra, 
1991) highlight that within-adult learner differences in tendency and propensity 
toward self-directed learning should be considered. Both qualitative and 
quantitative studies have confirmed stark within-adult differences in this regard. 
Quantitative empirical studies have utilized, mostly, questionnaire data in this 
respect. The Self-Directed Learning Readiness Scale, developed by Guglielmino 
(1978), has been, perhaps, the most commonly used instrument and studies 
employing the instrument have suggested extensive within-adult differences in 





Guglielmino (1978) proposed that highly self-directed learners are persons 
who enjoy learning; exhibit initiative, independence, and persistence in learning; 
accept learning responsibility; view problems as challenges; are capable of self-
discipline; have strong learning desire and skills including the ability to plan and 
pace learning; are self-confident; have a tendency to be goal orientated; and, have 
a high degree of curiosity. Nonetheless, it is important to point out that this 
definition of a self-directed learner was based on findings drawn from a focus 
group consisting of self-directed learning “experts”. Perhaps, findings of research 
reports that use the Self-Directed Learning Readiness Scale as a solidarity measure 
should be taken with caution in this regard, in the knowledge that the measure was 
determined only through focus group qualitative data. Differential methodologies 
in this respect would perhaps derive differential features of a self-directed learner. 
Oddi (1986) developed another popular qualitative instrument, the Continuing 
Learning Inventory, which is intended to measure “three broad overlapping 
clusters” (p. 98), or salient characteristics, of self-directed learners: proactive 
drive, cognitive openness, and commitment to learning. It is important to point out 
that Oddi developed the measurement instrument from “recurring themes in the 
writing of experts on self-directed learning and from research findings suggesting 
empirical support for these variables” (p. 98). Nonetheless, Oddi did not however 
offer details of the “empirical support” for these variables. In addition, like authors 
of other popular inventories discussed in the present thesis, these factors were 
positioned as relatively stable traits driven by genetic disposition. Bidirectional 





as proactive drive) was not given. The model of self-directed learning proposed in 
the present thesis (cf. Chapter 3; Figure 2) builds upon some of these assumptions. 
In a recent study, Slater, Cusick, and Louie (2017) studied the variance in self-
directed learning readiness of 584 first-year Australian undergraduate students 
through questionnaire measurement. The authors explained that self-directed 
learning was expected of health science graduates, but concluded that there was a 
wide variance in readiness between students, which was higher in females, 
increased with age and previous education, and was significantly associated with 
personality and specific vocation of study. Such research supports the thesis that 
learners are likely to need a varied level of support with self-directed learning, 
highlighting the difficulty of the task a teacher may have in successfully facilitating 
the self-directed learning process. 
Furthermore, empirical studies have employed a range of questionnaire 
measures to examine the correlation between “proactive” personality 
characteristics and self-directed learning. A proactive personality is considered as 
a stable disposition: to “take personal initiative in a broad range of activities and 
situations” (Seibert, Kraimer, & Crant, 2001, p. 847). In this regard, Crant (2000) 
discussed that “As work becomes more dynamic and decentralized, proactive 
behavior and initiative become even more critical determinants of organizational 
success” (p. 435), defining proactive behavior as “taking initiative in improving 
current circumstances or creating new ones; it involves challenging the status quo 





Indeed, motivation for self-directed learning (discussed in more detail in 
Chapter 3) has been positioned as “pivotal” for implementation and maintenance 
of self-directed learning (Garrison, 1997). In Chapter 3 of the present thesis, it is 
proposed that the nature of learning experiences a learner is exposed to, and how 
learners learn, should be fundamental considerations in regards to the initiation 
and maintenance of motivation for self-directed learning. The nature and treatment 
of educational experiences that potentially leads to a spiral in learner growth in this 
regard is addressed further in Chapter 4 of the present thesis. 
Moreover, in a web-based survey of 183 employees, Major, Turner, and 
Fletcher (2006) linked motivation to learn to proactive personality, plus three 
(conscientiousness, openness, and extraversion) of the “big five” factors of 
personality (the other two factors being agreeableness and neuroticism, which did 
not significantly explain motivation). Conscientiousness was defined as a 
“tendency to be purposeful, organized, reliable, determined, and ambitious” (p. 
928). Openness, could be viewed as a “tendency to have an active imagination, 
esthetic sensitivity, intellectual curiosity, and be attentive to feelings” (p. 928). 
Moreover, extraversion was defined as the “tendency to like people, prefer being 
in large groups, and desire excitement and stimulation; likely to be assertive, 
active, talkative” (p. 928). In this regard, further studies have investigated the 
relationship between such traits and self-directed learning. 
For example, Lounsbury et al. (2009) sampled 398 middle school students, 568 
high school students, and 1159 college students, through questionnaire measures. 





point-average at all levels as well as to personality traits (openness, 
conscientiousness, emotional stability, and extraversion), narrow personality traits 
(optimism, career-decidedness, work drive, and self-actualization), vocational 
interests (realistic, investigative, artistic, and conventional, as well as science, 
medicine, and mathematics), cognitive aptitudes, and life as well as educational 
satisfaction. Again, many of these conclusions point to the complex multitude of 
personality factors that may influence one’s tendency and propensity toward self-
directed learning. The authors concluded that self-directed learning “can be seen 
in its multiple, significant correlations with so many different personality, interest, 
and ability measures” (p. 417). However, the authors proposed that, in sum, self-
directed learners tend to, 
 
have a firm sense of identity (including vocational identity); experience 
higher levels of life satisfaction; have higher levels of vocational interests 
for investigative, artistic, enterprising, and conventional occupations; and 
they are more likely to be conscientious, well-adjusted, optimistic, self-
actualized, intuitive, hard-working, and open to new experiences. (p. 417)  
 
Building on the work of Lounsbury et al. (2009) Kirwan, Lounsbury, and 
Gibson (2010) sampled 2102 college students employing questionnaire 
measurement instruments. The authors concluded that learner self-direction was 
significantly related to four of the big five traits: agreeableness, emotional stability, 
conscientiousness, and openness; and four narrow personality traits: sense of 
identity, tough-mindedness, optimism, and work drive. In this study, big five traits 





for an additional 15% of the variance (52% in total), suggesting that personality 
traits have a powerful influence on learners’ tendency and propensity toward self-
directed learning. 
There were however some disagreements between the studies discussed above 
in regards to the correlations between big five traits, narrow personality traits, and 
learner self-direction (Kirwan et al., 2010; Lounsbury et al., 2009; Major et al., 
2006). Nevertheless, a commonality between these studies was a strong correlation 
between learner self-directedness and conscientiousness and openness (from the 
big five traits) and optimism and work drive (from the narrow personality traits). 
A further potential limitation concerns the validity and reliability of the 
measurement instruments employed in these studies. Thus, concrete conclusions 
cannot be drawn, especially given the differences reported within studies. 
However, evidence is amounting in regards to the powerful impact of certain 
personality aspects upon learner tendency and propensity toward self-directed 
learning. 
Additionally, qualitative studies have assisted to identify and confirm 
personality characteristics common to the self-directed learner. One notable 
historical study that highlighted personality characteristic demands for effective 
self-directed learning was the study of M. Gibbons et al. (1980) who analyzed 
biographies of twenty acknowledged experts who had no formal training beyond 
high school. The authors concluded that salient characteristics of these individuals 
included the capacity to maintain a sharp focus on one topic area; robustness in 





and rewards; having the ability to effectively learn from a wide variety of methods 
and techniques; and, having drive, independence of thought, but also the capacity 
to be creative. 
In sum, in regards to characteristics of self-directed learners, age was 
historically positioned as the fundamental characteristic of a self-directed learner: 
insomuch as there is an increasingly powerful drive to be self-directed as we age. 
However, it is probable that the learning projects of children and adolescents share 
many commonalities with that of adult learners, but one key difference of adult 
learning is that learning is often life-centered and adult learners may display more 
intent to learn. In addition, adult, expert, or “mature” learners’ self-directed 
learning projects are perhaps more comprehensive, focussed, and maintained. 
Again, further empirical studies are required to confirm these possibilities.  
Lastly, models of self-directed learning and empirical studies on self-directed 
learning and personality traits suggest that there are wide within-adult differences 
in tendency and propensity toward self-directed learning. These within-adult 
learning differences should be considered when designing education intended to 
facilitate self-directed learning and should thus be considered when interpreting 








1.1.4 Contextual factors that influence the possibility for self-
directed learning 
 
Contextual factors within a learner’s context function in a dialectical fashion 
toward the self-directed learning process, in that they may influence the possibility 
and desirability for self-directed learning in the given context. Spear and Mocker 
(1984) referred to the “organizing circumstances” of a learning situation, which 
modulates the possibility and desirability for particular means and objectives of 
learning (Mocker & Spear, 1982; Spear & Mocker, 1984). Contextual factors 
operate to either promote or impede, in an extrinsic fashion, the permitting of 
learner control and responsibility of the learning process. 
In this regard, Cross (1981) classified two types of contextual barriers that 
work alongside dispositional barriers toward self-directed learning. Situational 
barriers are related to the learner’s immediate learning environment. Institutional 
barriers are barriers created by institutional practices and policies. Both of these 
barriers are potentially essential considerations for self-directed learning in a 
particular learning context (cf. Chapter 2). 
In a wider perspective, Merriam et al. (2007) identified that the nature of a 
society at a particular time may determine to a large extent the means and 
objectives of learning. Indeed, academics that promote self-directed learning as a 
general outcome goal of education have been criticized for their lack of concern 





(1991) work, Flannery (1993) wrote, “the authors extend their humanistic values 
across the globe by seeking examples of self-directed learning outside North 
America, suggesting a singular universality to self-directed learning” (p. 110). In 
this regard, some scholars have highlighted that formal education in many 
contexts, rather, stipulates teacher-directed learning (e.g., Dewey, 1938/1963; 
Freire, 1970; Hiemstra, 1994). 
Moreover, Tough (2002) argued that there is perhaps a widespread tendency 
in formal educational settings for educators to “over control”: 
 
For me, one of the fascinating questions is our over-control. It seems fairly 
well documented that in fact we over-control. We as educators, as parents, 
as supervisors, we have this tendency to over-control. We want our kids to 
grow up to be flexible, healthy, creative citizens, and how do we achieve 
that? Well, we micro-manage them, we make sure that every single minute 
they’re doing something creative and flexible and healthy. Then we wonder 
why they don’t gain the skill to make their own choices. 
We do the same with our learners in a classroom. We set all the 
objectives, we tell them exactly how to learn, and the more I listened to 
adults talk about their own power and their own skill and confidence at 
learning, the more I began to question my teaching approach. Why was I 
making these choices for students? And, of course, I shifted toward being 
more learner-centred and letting learners make a lot of their own choices. 
(p. 6) 
 
In a recent empirical study, Nasri (2017) investigated 30 Malaysian Higher 
Education teachers’ perspectives toward facilitating self-directed learning. She 





learning facilitator and many educators were reluctant to move away from teacher-
directed learning, including their traditional teacher authority position and role as 
a knowledge expert. However, the comments of the adult educators within this 
report appear to describe a process of academic inquiry, perhaps without 
conceptualizing self-directed learning as a pragmatic process, the importance of 
which is highlighted in this present thesis (cf. Chapters 3, 4, and 5). 
Furthermore, studying the contextual factors that may influence an educator’s 
tendency to “over control” could highlight the relative influence of particular 
contextual factors in a particular educational context that contribute toward this 
phenomenon. In this respect, it is noteworthy to consider the interplay between the 
differential contextual factors that contribute toward promoting or discouraging 
learners to assume control of directing the means and objectives of learning (cf. 
Chapter 2).  
In this regard, Pilling-Cormick (1996) classified contextual factors as educator 
characteristics (personal beliefs, forms of control, and skills for sharing authority); 
social constraints (the cultural-political climate); and, environmental conditions 
(such as the physical aspects of the institution and classroom, and how the course 
and institution functions). However, perhaps what Pilling-Cormick (1996) did not 
consider is that, if learners display differences in propensity and tendency toward 
self-directed learning then they, the learners themselves, represent important 
contextual factors. 
Finally, it seems important to consider that facilitating self-directed learning in 





Brookfield (1988) argued that, “if self-direction is held to mean that the learner 
has complete control over the choice of the learning content, purpose, evaluative 
criteria and methods, then the educator ceases to be an educator in any meaningful 
sense” (p. 35). The present author’s position on this issue is documented in Chapter 
3 of the present thesis, which contests Brookfield’s perspective and rather positions 
the educator as potentially “very important”, and “very meaningful”, in the process 
of facilitating self-directed learning in formal educational settings. 
In sum, the nature of a society at a particular time may determine to a large 
extent the means and objectives of learning within a particular educational context, 
including whether self-directed learning is indeed possible or desirable. As such, 
contextual factors may operate to either promote or impede self-directed learning 
and contextual factors could act as barriers toward the successful implementation 
of a self-directed learning program or educational system that is designed to 
facilitate self-directed learning and foster learners’ self-directed learning 
competence. The importance of the potential influence of contextual factors upon 
the possibility and likelihood of self-directed learning in formal educational 










1.1.5 Aims and research questions of the present thesis 
 
Chapter 2 is an empirical case study that concerns the nature of teaching–learning 
transactions that facilitate self-directed learning in vocational education and 
training of young adults in England. It addresses in part the concern that fostering 
the skills necessary for self-directed learning is an important endeavor of 
vocational education and training in many contexts internationally. However, there 
is a distinct lack of studies that investigate the extent to which facilitation of self-
directed learning is present within vocational education and training in different 
contexts. An exploratory thematic qualitative analysis of inspectors’ comments 
within general Further Education college Ofsted inspection reports was conducted 
to investigate the balance of control of the learning process between teacher and 
learner within vocational education and training of young adults in England. A 
clear difference between outstanding and inadequate provision is reported. 
Inadequate provision was overwhelmingly teacher-directed. Outstanding 
provision reflected a collaborative relationship between teacher and learner in 
directing the learning process, despite the Ofsted framework not explicitly 
identifying the need for learner involvement in directing the learning process. The 
chapter offers insight into the understanding of how an effective balance of control 
of learning between teacher and learner may be realized in vocational education 






Following the further research directions outlined in Chapter 2, Chapter 3 is a 
theoretical chapter that addresses the issue that fostering adult learners’ 
competence to adapt appropriately to our ever-changing world is a primary 
concern of adult education. The purpose of the chapter is novel and examines 
whether the consideration of modes of learning (instruction, performance, and 
inquiry) could assist in the design of adult education that facilitates self-directed 
learning and enables learners to think and perform adaptively. The concept of 
modes of learning originated from the typology of Houle (1980). However, to date, 
no study has reached beyond this typology, especially concerning the potential of 
using modes of learning in the design of adult education. Specifically, an apparent 
oversight in adult learning theory is the foremost importance of the consideration 
of whether inquiry is included in the learning process: its inclusion potentially 
differentiates the purpose of instruction, the nature of learners’ performance, and 
the underlying epistemological positioning. To redress this concern, two models 
of modes of learning are proposed and contrasted. The reinforcing model of modes 
of learning (instruction, performance, without inquiry) promotes teacher-directed 
learning. A key consequence of employing this model in adult education is that 
learners may become accustomed to habitually reinforcing patterns of perceiving, 
thinking, judging, feeling, and acting—performance that may be rather inflexible 
and represented by a distinct lack of a perceived need to adapt to social contextual 
changes: a lack of motivation for self-directed learning. Rather, the adapting 
model of modes of learning (instruction, performance, with inquiry) may facilitate 





sensitivity toward changing social contextual conditions: potentially enhancing 
learners’ motivation for self-directed learning. 
In line with the further research directions highlighted in Chapter 3, concerning 
the need to consider the nature and treatment of educational experiences that are 
conductive to learner growth and development, Chapter 4 presents a systematic 
review of the experiential learning theory; a theory that perhaps cannot be 
uncoupled from self-directed learning theory, especially in regard to understanding 
the cognitive aspect of self-directed learning, which represents an important 
direction for further research on self-directed learning. D. A. Kolb’s (1984) 
experiential learning cycle is perhaps the most scholarly influential and cited 
model regarding experiential learning theory. However, a key issue in interpreting 
Kolb’s model concerns a lack of clarity regarding what constitutes a concrete 
experience, exactly. A systematic literature review was conducted in order to 
examine: what constitutes a concrete experience and what is the nature of treatment 
of a concrete experience in experiential learning? The analysis revealed five 
themes: learners are involved, active, participants; knowledge is situated in place 
and time; learners are exposed to novel experiences, which involves risk; learning 
demands inquiry to specific real-world problems; and critical reflection acts as a 
mediator of meaningful learning. Accordingly, a revision to Kolb’s model is 
proposed: experiential learning consists of contextually rich concrete experience, 
critical reflective observation, contextual-specific abstract conceptualization, and 
pragmatic active experimentation. Further empirical studies are required to test the 





including that the models proposed in Chapters 3 and 4 (Figures 2 and 4, 








Chapter 2—Study 1 
 
Vocational education of young adults in England: 
a systemic analysis of teaching–learning 
transactions that facilitate self-directed learning 
 
 
This chapter has been previously published: 
Morris, T. H. (2018c). Vocational education of young adults in England: A 
systemic analysis of teaching–learning transactions that facilitate self-directed 



















Self-directed learning has been conceptualized as a critical workplace competence, 
but self-directed learning is often not successfully fostered during formal schooling 
and consequently not fully utilized by many adults during their working life 
(Kranzow & Hyland, 2016; Morrison & Premkumar, 2014). Workplace 
competence refers to an employee’s ability to act in order to successfully manage 
their occupational requirements (Arnold, Nolda, & Nuissl von Rein, 2010). In 
particular, self-directed learning is essential in careers in which there is a demand 
for employees to manage rapidly changing work environments (Abele & Wiese, 
2008; Bolhuis & Voeten, 2001; Cranton, 1992; Morrison & Premkumar, 2014). 
There is a distinct lack of studies that investigate the extent to which facilitation 
of self-directed learning is present within vocational education and training in 
different contexts. The present research reports upon the balance of control of 
learning between teacher and learner within vocational education and training of 
young adults studying in Further Education (FE) colleges in England. Balance of 
control of learning is defined as the relative contribution of teacher and learner in 
directing the learning process. The theoretical background of self-directed learning 
and the importance of fostering self-directed learning in vocational education and 
training are reviewed, followed by an overview of vocational education and 





inspection body that sets the standards and objectives for vocational education and 
training provision in England. 
 
2.2 Self-directed learning 
 
2.2.1 The foundations of self-directed learning 
 
Self-directed learning positions with humanistic philosophy and constructivist 
epistemology. A humanist learning orientation centres on the learner’s needs and 
the possibility for personal growth towards self-actualization (Groen & Kawalilak, 
2014). The most widely accepted definition (according to Guglielmino, Long, & 
Hiemstra, 2004) of self-directed learning is from Knowles (1975): 
 
In its broadest meaning, ‘self-directed learning’ describes a process in 
which individuals take the initiative, with or without the help of others, in 
diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifying 
human and material resources for learning, choosing and implementing 
appropriate learning strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes. (p. 18) 
 
Self-directed learning is a core theoretical framework in adult education research 
(Garrison, 1992). In 1971, Tough showed that the majority of adult learning is self-
directed, representing “major, highly deliberate effort to gain certain knowledge 
and skill (or to change in some other way)” (p. 1). Knowles (1970, 1975, 1980) 





motivated by knowing why learning particular knowledge or skills may be 
important to them in their lives. 
Knowles (1975) argued that self-directed learning is “a basic human 
competence—the ability to learn on one’s own” (p. 17). But at the same time, he 
identified that it is a mistake to assume that adults automatically have the necessary 
skills to be effective self-directed learners. Knowles promoted the facilitation of 
self-directed learning in formal education, but warned it can be “a very risky 
venture” (p. 44) and “Students entering into these programs without having learned 
the skills of self-directed inquiry will experience anxiety, frustration, and often 
failure, and so will their teachers” (p. 15). 
Fostering the skills necessary for self-directed learning has been identified as 
an important outcome of education (Candy, 1991; Cranton, 1992). Moore (1972, 
p. 80) pointed out that “Most educational theories stipulate the desirability of 
learners’ acquiring sufficient skill in preparation, execution, and evaluation to 
conduct their own learning.” Rogers (1969) made a convincing argument that 
facilitation of self-directed learning is the most important goal of formal education: 
“A way must be found to develop a climate in the system in which the focus is not 
upon teaching, but the facilitation of self-directed learning” (p. 304; emphasis in 
original). 
Models of self-directed learning have highlighted different dimensions of self-
directed learning. For instance, Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) emphasized the need 
to consider personality characteristics of the learner: the desire or preference 





Brockett and Hiemstra’s work, Flannery (1993) pointed out that it is also important 
to consider that self-directed learning is not possible in all contexts. Rather, the 
nature of a society at a particular time determines to a large extent the objectives 
and means of learning (Merriam et al., 2007). 
Garrison (1997) aimed to develop a more comprehensive model of self-
directed learning. He proposed that self-directed learning has three dimensions: 
motivation (entering/task), self-monitoring (responsibility) and self-management 
(control). Garrison explained that motivation “plays a very significant role in the 
initiation and maintenance of effort” (p. 26). Self-monitoring addresses 
metacognitive and cognitive processes: “monitoring the repertoire of learning 
strategies as well as an awareness of and an ability to think about our thinking” (p. 
24). Garrison theorized that “self-management” within formal education may, 
paradoxically, rather represent a cooperative process, where “the control over 
management of learning tasks is realized in a collaborative relationship between 
teacher and learner” (p. 23). In regard to the balance of control of learning between 
teacher and learner Garrison explained, “Issues of control must balance 
educational norms and standards (e.g. what counts as worthwhile knowledge) with 
student choice and the responsibility for constructing personal meaning” (p. 23). 
To the knowledge of this author, research is lacking that has examined this 







2.2.2 The importance of fostering self-directed learning in 
vocational education and training 
 
Vocational education and training is evolving in individual ways in different 
countries (Bathmaker, 2017), but competency-based learning is becoming more 
commonplace including in the United States of America and within various 
European countries (Biemans, Nieuwenhuis, Poell, Mulder, & Wesselink, 2004; 
Jossberger, Brand-Gruwel, Boshuizen, & van de Wiel, 2010). For instance, in 
some vocational education and training institutions in the Netherlands, “students 
are given the opportunity to direct their own learning by selecting learning tasks 
that fit their needs and interests” (Kicken et al., 2009, p. 439). In these contexts, a 
portfolio is often used to document learning progress. But at the same time, such 
programs introduce a problem: learners often do not have the necessary skills for 
self-directed learning (Jossberger et al., 2010; Kicken et al., 2009). It is clear that 
students face difficulties with self-directed learning: “when students who are used 
to a teacher-directed learning environment suddenly enter an educational setting 
which demands them to direct their own learning, their lack of self-directed 
learning skills may impede them in becoming successful independent learners” 
(Kicken et al., 2009, p. 440). 
Thus, it seems logical that the educator must assist learners to develop the 
necessary skills for self-directed learning (Jossberger et al., 2010; Kicken et al., 
2009). In examining vocational education and training programs that actively 





the objectives and means of learning (Mocker & Spear, 1982)—it appears that 
some teacher direction is preferential (e.g., Jossberger et al., 2010; Kicken et al., 
2009). However, to date little research has been conducted that has described an 
effective balance of control between teacher and learner during the teaching–
learning transaction. 
There are a number of key benefits of fostering the necessary skills for self-
directed learning. Self-directed learning is essential for employees to keep updated 
with knowledge and skills, especially for individuals in complex careers (Dunlap 
& Grabinger, 2003; Oddi, 1987). Knowles (1975, p. 15) referred to the “half-life” 
of facts (or skills), which predicts that half of knowledge learned will become 
obsolete in a particular period of time. Moreover, self-directed learning allows 
individuals to “upskill” in the event of changes in economic conditions such as 
labor market shifts, providing the individual with a certain protection against long-
term unemployment (Barnes, Brown, & Warhurst, 2016). Furthermore, the 
proactive behavior associated with self-directed learning is directly associated with 
long-term career success (Seibert et al., 2001). Lucas, Spencer, and Claxton (2012, 
p. 9) summarize that vocational education and training should prioritize the 
enabling of working competence, which includes fostering the “wider skills for 
growth: having an inquisitive and resilient attitude towards constant 







2.3 Changing educational goals of vocational education and 
training in England 
 
On 29 March 2017, in order to commence the process of leaving the European 
Union, the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom Theresa May wrote to the 
President of the European Council Donald Tusk to trigger Article 50 of the treaty 
on the European Union (May, 2017). In preparation for entering a time period of 
uncertainty, the government initiated a Foresight project exploring the future of 
skills and lifelong learning in a changing world (Government Office for Science, 
2016). As part of this project, Barnes et al. (2016) explained, “The education and 
skills system has a vital role to play in equipping individuals with the skills, 
competencies and attributes necessary to cope and manage with labour market and 
other shifts over their lifecourse.” Tuckett and Field (2016, p. 4) identified the 
problem that “The combination of an ageing demography, technological change, 
and increased international competition at work, alongside evidence of the wider 
benefits to health and well-being bestowed by learning, have led to an increased 
interest in promoting learning throughout adult life.” Changes in economic 
conditions are demanding changes in educational goals. Vocational education and 
training is set to play an important role in securing the United Kingdom’s future 
economic competitiveness (HM Government, 2017).  
An important demographic change in England is that adolescents and young 
adults are remaining in formal education for longer. In 2015, the compulsory 





persons should remain in full- or part-time education or training up until at least 
this age (European Commission, 2015). Moreover, the proportion of 16- to 18-
year-olds in full-time education in England rose by 15 percentage points to 71% 
between 1997 and 2015 (UK Parliament, 2016). 
In the academic year 2016–2017, 744,000 16- to 18-year-olds studied in FE 
colleges in England, in comparison to 433,000 16- to 18-year-olds who continued 
their studies in traditional schools (Association of Colleges, 2017). For the 
overwhelming majority of young adults studying in FE colleges in England, 
qualifications represent a variety of vocational education and training at ISCED¹ 
level 3 and very few students pursue vocational education and training 
qualifications in England above this level (HM Government, 2017). An additional 
75,000 16- to 18-year-olds undertook an apprenticeship through FE colleges 
(Association of Colleges, 2017). Twenty-three per cent of these FE students were 
from an ethnic minority background and 17% had a learning difficulty or disability 
(Association of Colleges, 2017). 
It is concerning that HM Government (2017) recently reported that vocational 
education and training in England has “fallen behind” in comparison to other 
vocational education and training systems such as in Germany and Norway (p. 37). 
Moreover, the government summarized that vocational education and training 
provision mostly represents lower level technical qualifications with a broad and 
generalized curriculum and “The existing system can be complex and confusing, 
which does not deliver for individuals, for the skills needs of employers, or for the 





However, in what appears to be a contradiction to these conclusions, Ofsted 
judged 77% of FE colleges as “good” or “outstanding” for “overall effectiveness” 
at their most recent inspection (Association of Colleges, 2017). Previously, 
researchers have analyzed Ofsted inspection reports to gain insight into various 
schooling issues such as: management and attendance (Reid, 2007); race equality 
(Osler & Morrison, 2002); radicalization (Mogra, 2016); child protection and 
safeguarding (Craven & Tooley, 2016); and resource management (Levačić & 
Glover, 1998). To the knowledge of the present author, no previous study has 
analyzed Ofsted reports in order to gain a systemic understanding of the extent to 
which teachers and learners assume control of directing the learning process. In 
the present study, teaching–learning transactions within Ofsted reports were 
analyzed in order to further our understanding of,  
 





The methodological approach of this study was an exploratory thematic qualitative 








2.4.1 The inspection process 
 
Triangulation of data collection is used by Ofsted to make judgements presented 
in inspection reports. During FE college visits data collection includes: 
“observations of teaching, learning and assessment, as well as support 
arrangements, discussions with learners, scrutiny of learners’ work and the 
arrangements made for them to gain experience of work. Inspectors may undertake 
some inspection activities jointly with providers’ staff, such as visits to learning 
sessions, to evaluate the progress that learners are making” (Ofsted, 2017, p. 12). 
Pre-inspection analysis is made of institutions’ self-assessment and quality 
improvement plans, performance data, information about the local economic and 
social context and any additional information such as feedback from parents, carers 
or employers (Ofsted, 2017). Inter-inspector reliability is ensured by the lead 
inspector who monitors inspections, confirming that inspections are carried out in 
accordance with the principles of inspection and the ethical code of conduct 
(Ofsted, 2017).  
Inspectors make judgements against Ofsted’s inspection framework (Ofsted, 
2017). FE colleges are judged on their “overall effectiveness” of provision, but 
also on specific aspects such as effectiveness of management and leadership. The 
present study focused upon the inspection judgements of “quality of teaching, 
learning and assessment,” which like all other aspects of provision is rated by 
inspectors as either outstanding, good, requires improvement or inadequate. In the 





assessment rated as “outstanding” and “inadequate.” Ofsted-grade descriptors for 
these corresponding standards are presented in Table 1. Inspectors are expected to 
adopt a “best-fit” approach (Ofsted, 2017, p. 44), but grade descriptors are used as 
a guidance rather than a “box-ticking” exercise; inspectors are encouraged to 
utilize their expertise to make judgements (Baxter & Clarke, 2013; Ofsted, 2017). 
 
2.4.2 Data collection and analysis 
 
Archival data were retrieved from the UK Government Document Archive Office 
for Standards in Education in 2017 from all general FE colleges (n = 226) in 
England. The most recent college inspection report from each institution was 
retrieved. The 226 inspection reports were sorted by “overall effectiveness” into 
the four possible outcome grade categories defined by Ofsted (2017): inadequate 
(n = 17), requires improvement (n = 54), good (n = 123) or outstanding (n = 32). 
A predefined inclusion criterion was that the inspection grading for “quality of 
teaching, learning and assessment” matched the inspection grading for “overall 
effectiveness” of the college. Thus, “outstanding” teaching, learning and 
assessment within “outstanding” institutions (overall effectiveness) was compared 
and contrasted with “inadequate” teaching, learning and assessment within 
“inadequate” institutions. From the 17 inadequate institutions, 11 met the inclusion 
criteria. In order to make a comparative analysis, a random sample (n = 11) of 
outstanding FE college inspection reports, which also met the inclusion criteria, 





The analysis of inspectors’ comments followed the six phases described by 
Braun and Clarke (2006). Data analysis software MAXQDA10 was used to code 
and organize the data. The 22 inspection reports were uploaded in PDF format into 
the software in order to begin the process of data coding and identifying themes. 
First, data familiarization was made where the investigator began to read the 
inspectors’ comments and noted down initial ideas regarding possible codes and 
themes within the data. Even at the initial stage of analysis, it became clear that 
inspectors’ descriptions of teaching–learning transactions were detailed and 
provided a rich insight into the balance of control of learning between teacher and 
learner. At the same time, it should be noted that the Ofsted framework was not 
considered a fitting frame to examine the research question of the current paper. 
Given the exploratory nature of the present study, the analysis was thus inductive 
in the sense that codes and themes were not predetermined, but defined and 
redefined during the analysis. 
Using the data analysis software, inspection reports were subject to analysis: 
parts of sentences, whole sentences and groups of sentences were assigned initial 
codes such as “gateway skills,” “scenario based,” “competencies,” “expectations” 
and “environment.” Many were assigned multiple codes. During the progression 
of the analysis, new codes were defined and the initial analysis revisited and data 
were recoded, where applicable. 
During data analysis and organization of the data, the researcher sought to 
identify themes in the data. Themes were identified and redefined a number of 





themes to their pertaining sub-themes. After completion of the coding stage, the 
data software program was used to extract a Microsoft Excel (Microsoft Office 
Professional Plus, 2016) data document where data extracts were organized 
automatically by the software into two groups of data (outstanding and inadequate) 
and by themes and their pertaining sub-themes, which were identified at this stage 
of the analysis. 
Data within this data document were then re-read and parts of the data were 
highlighted in order to begin the process of identifying representative extracts for 
the presentation of data. At the same time, further notes were made, which 
represented short summaries of the thematic content of the extracts. Examples of 
the notes are: “boring and uninspiring,” “well-planned, variety of methods, 
memorable, meaningful,” “not meeting the needs or interests of students” and 
“peer-feedback, frequent accurate feedback from a number of angles.” This 
process assisted in finalizing the themes and sub-themes presented in this report. 
At times, the data organization was complicated by the overlapping of data into 
various categories; the researcher took a “best-fit” approach to the classification of 
data. But, however, it is important to note that the researcher felt that this reflected 
the close interaction of the elements of the teaching–learning process that at times 
were difficult to separate. 
A total of 10 sub-themes were identified in the data which represented 
dimensions of the teaching–learning transaction, which pertained to one of four 
learning process dimensions: planning learning, undertaking learning, reviewing 





taken from the data-sets in order to depict common teaching–learning transactional 
patterns within both outstanding and inadequate provision. 
The analytical approach used in this study has a number of advantages 
including: highlighting similarities and differences between data-sets; suitability 
for informing policy development; and generating unanticipated insights (Braun 
& Clarke, 2006). The latter possibility was of particular importance given the 
“clear lack of documentation regarding how to promote and actualize self-directed 
learning” (Morrison & Premkumar, 2014, p. 1) and given that we are today unsure 
what an education designed for assisting learners to be self-directed may actually 
look like (Beese & Watson, 2016). 
Although the present study was exploratory and inductive in nature, it is 
important to note that “researchers cannot free themselves of their theoretical and 
epistemological commitments, and data are not coded in an epistemological 
vacuum” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 84). In this regard, it is necessary to identify 
that the researcher was familiar with Ofsted inspection processes, had experience 
of teaching vocational education and training within a FE college, had been 
himself rated as an “outstanding” teacher by Ofsted during a FE college inspection 
and was interpreting the data with the foresight of viewing self-directed learning 
as a process, with the presumption that the current methodology was not designed 
to examine differences or changes in learner characteristics towards being self-
directed. 
Ofsted inspection reports are Crown Copyright. Thus, all extracts were quoted 





presentation, extracts from outstanding and inadequate institutions were labelled 
“Outstanding” (1 to 11) and “Inadequate” (1 to 11), respectively. During the 
presentation of the findings, reference was made to Ofsted FE grade descriptors 
for quality of teaching, learning and assessment, post hoc of data analysis in order 
to draw conclusions in consideration of the Ofsted framework. In this regard, 
cross-reference was made to the nine grade Ofsted descriptors for outstanding 
teaching, learning and assessment labelled “OGD” (1 to 9) and the seven Ofsted 
grade descriptors for inadequate teaching, learning and assessment labelled “IGD” 





Table 1.    Ofsted Framework: FE grade descriptors for outstanding (Ofsted, 2017, p. 44) and inadequate (p. 45) teaching, learning and assessment 
Outstanding teaching, learning and assessment reflects provision where, Cross reference 
code 
The judgement of the quality of teaching, 
learning and assessment is likely to be 




Learners are curious, interested and keen to learn. They seek out and use new information to develop, 
consolidate and deepen their knowledge, understanding and skills. They thrive in learning sessions and, 
where appropriate, use their experiences in the workplace to further develop their knowledge, skills and 
understanding. 
OGD1 Teaching and/or assessment is poorly planned. IGD1 
 
Learners are eager to know how they can improve their work and develop their knowledge, understanding 
and skills. They capitalise on opportunities to use feedback to improve. Staff check learners’ understanding 




Weak assessment practice means that teaching 
fails to meet learners’ needs.  
IGD2 
 
Staff are determined that learners achieve well. They have excellent subject knowledge and motivate and 
engage learners, who enjoy the work they complete. Staff have consistently high expectations of all learners’ 
attitudes to learning and learners are set challenging targets to achieve. 
 
OGD3 
Learners or particular groups of learners are 
making inadequate progress because teaching does 
not develop their knowledge, understanding and 




Staff plan learning sessions and assessments very effectively so that all learners undertake demanding work 
that helps them to realise their potential. Staff identify and support any learner who is falling behind and 
enable almost all to catch up. 
 
OGD4 
Learners are not developing English, mathematics, 
ICT or employability skills adequately to equip 
them for their future progression.  
IGD4 
 
Staff gather a useful range of accurate assessment information and use this to give learners incisive feedback 
about what they can do to improve their knowledge, understanding and skills. Learners are committed to 
taking these next steps and their work shows that almost all are making substantial and sustained progress. 
 
OGD5 
Staff do not promote equality of opportunity or 
understanding of diversity effectively and this 
disadvantages individuals or groups of learners.  
IGD5 
 
Staff set work that consolidates learning, deepens understanding and develops skills, and prepares learners 







As a result of weak teaching, learning and 
assessment over time, learners or groups of 
learners make insufficient progress and are 
unsuccessful in attaining their learning goals and 
progressing to their planned next steps.  
 
IGD6 
Where appropriate, parents and/or employers are provided with clear and timely information that details the 
extent of learners’ progress in relation to the standards expected and what they need to do to improve. 
OGD7 Staff lack expertise and the ability to promote 
learning and learners do not see its relevance to 
their everyday lives and planned next steps.  
 
IGD7 
Staff are quick to challenge stereotypes and the use of derogatory language, including at work. Resources 
and teaching strategies reflect and value the diversity of learners’ experiences and provide learners with a 
comprehensive understanding of people and communities beyond their immediate experience. 
OGD8   
 
Staff promote, where appropriate, English, mathematics, ICT and employability skills exceptionally well and 










There was a clear difference between outstanding and inadequate provision upon 
examination of teaching–learning transactions. In inadequate provision, teachers 
tended to hold control over directing the learning process. In outstanding 
provision, there was a share of control between teacher and learner. This was in 
spite of the Ofsted framework, which does not appear to explicitly identify the 
need for learner involvement in directing the learning process. Data are presented 
in accordance to the four themes which reflect dimensions of the learning process 
and their pertaining sub-themes identified during data analysis which reflect 
dimensions of the teaching–learning transaction. Some of the integral details 
presented are particularly insightful. 
 
2.5.1 Planning learning 
 
2.5.1.1 Goal and target setting 
 
In outstanding institutions, learners were given teacher guidance about setting 
aspirational but achievable goals; however, learners were encouraged to take a 
share of control for setting, monitoring and reviewing goals. It is important to note 
that learner involvement in directing the planning of learning is not identified by 





directing the short- and long-term planning of learning (OGD3, OGD4, and 
OGD5). 
 
They [teachers] skilfully negotiate aspirational targets with learners who 
fully understand what they must do to reach these. (Outstanding 1) 
 
Students are encouraged to take ownership of their own learning and to set, 
monitor and review their targets for improvement. (Outstanding 9) 
 
On the contrary, there was no evidence in inadequate institutions of learner 
involvement in setting and monitoring goals. Expectations of learners were not 
high enough and teachers often failed to set challenging goals (IGD6). Moreover, 
it was clear that teachers did not set goals tailored to the learners’ individual needs.  
 
Students do not benefit from challenging targets in each of the components 
of their study programmes. As a result, the progress that most students make 
relative to their starting point is slow. (Inadequate 1) 
 
As a result of weak planning, too few teachers use information about 
learners’ starting points and, as a result, almost half of learners are working 
below their expected target grades. (Inadequate 7) 
 
2.5.1.2 Progression pathways 
 
Progression pathways may be interpreted as higher order planning of learning. 





choice of qualifications and given thorough advice and guidance, which enabled 
learners to take control in making an informed decision concerning their preferred 
qualification course for study and professional pathway. 
 
Initial advice and guidance are extremely thorough and ensure that students 
are able to make an informed choice of course. (Outstanding 9) 
 
Trainees receive particularly good information, advice and guidance. 
Careers advice is outstanding. A very high proportion of learners’ progress 
to appropriate HE or employment. (Outstanding 6) 
 
The college pays particularly good attention to the needs expressed by 
employers. It responds very positively, ensuring learners have opportunities 
to gain additional qualifications in those skills advocated by employers. 
(Outstanding 5) 
 
In contrast, there was a lack of support for learners to enable them to make 
informed decisions regarding their individual progression pathways in inadequate 
FE colleges. Ofsted acknowledges that collectively such poor planning leads to 
poor learner progression (IGD6). 
 
Careers advice and guidance are inadequate. Too few learners and 
apprentices are provided with impartial advice and guidance to support 
them in making informed and accurate decisions about their next steps in 






As a result, learners do not receive a tailored programme adapted to their 
particular needs and starting points, and the majority make inadequate 
progress. (Inadequate 9) 
 
2.5.2 Undertaking learning 
 
2.5.2.1 Classroom control 
 
In outstanding institutions, it was apparent that teachers organized learning 
opportunities that aimed to foster the skills for independent learning. The 
development of such skills was targeted through a range of learning activities 
which were organized by the teacher. Ofsted’s framework identifies the 
requirement for the teacher to direct learning activities (OGD4), which includes 
the need for fostering of such “skills” (OGD1 and OGD9). 
 
They develop the ability to work well on their own when studying and 
problem solving. (Outstanding 4) 
 
Learners are strongly encouraged and supported to take responsibility for 
their own learning. (Outstanding 11) 
 
In the most effective lessons, students develop good independent learning 
and research skills. As a result of the enthusiasm and expert direction of 
teachers, students are interested and motivated, and work well with each 






Teachers carefully use group work and research activities to develop 
students’ team working and communication skills and to promote 
independent learning. (Outstanding 9) 
 
On the contrary, in inadequate institutions such learning opportunities were not 
apparent and reference to teachers organizing learning opportunities that aimed to 
foster skills for independent learning was distinctly absent (refer to IGD3). Rather, 
“learning” appeared to be teacher-directed. 
 
Teachers tend to dominate lessons and do not provide enough opportunities 
for students to explore topics or find solutions to problems. (Inadequate 4) 
 
Learners studying level 3 hair and media makeup courses are too dependent 
on the teacher to provide information and direct them in their practical 
work. (Inadequate 6) 
 
2.5.2.2 Structuring learning opportunities 
 
In outstanding institutions, teachers structured lessons that enabled individualized 
learning opportunities. Again, Ofsted’s framework portrays the role of the teacher 
as responsible in arranging such learning opportunities (OGD1, OGD4, OGD5, 
and OGD9). Teachers appeared to provide a framework for learning, but students 
were given a degree of flexibility and control to individualize their learning. 
Inspectors identified the importance of access to appropriate resources as an 






Students enjoy and learn quickly from the stretch and challenge provided 
by the varied and stimulating tasks set by their teachers. (Outstanding 4) 
 
Teachers set imaginative and challenging tasks and assessments that 
motivate learners to create highly individual portfolios of work. 
(Outstanding 3) 
 
The college’s virtual learning environment and the excellent range of 
resources in the library are used very well in much of the college to develop 
and improve independent learning and research skills. (Outstanding 2) 
 
In contrast, teachers within inadequate institutions planned uniform tasks for 
students. This is linked to poor planning, failing to meet the needs of students and 
insufficient progression over time, which is indicative of inadequate provision 
(IGD1, IGD2, and IGD6). Furthermore, the lack of availability of quality resources 
was identified as a barrier for learner-directed inquiry. 
 
Teachers do not plan to meet the needs of the wide range of learners’ 
abilities; they teach a ‘one-size-fit-all’ approach to the whole group of 
learners, use assessment poorly and place little emphasis on skills 
development. (Inadequate 6) 
 
Staff have not developed good materials to help their learners continue their 
learning outside of the classroom. In many cases, they have developed a 
few resources for the college’s virtual learning environment, which is used 





use in lessons. Consequently, most learners are unable to make effective use 
of this resource for independent study. (Inadequate 3) 
 
2.5.2.3 Knowledge and skills applied to real world settings 
 
Outstanding institutions had formed strong industrial and community links and 
learning of knowledge and skills was applied to real-world settings (especially 
work place settings). This is identified by Ofsted as important in vocational 
education and training (OGD1). 
 
They pepper their teaching with industrial comparisons and scenarios, 
inspiring students to match commercial time restraints, protocols and 
professional standards. (Outstanding 8) 
 
On the contrary, there was an apparent lack of vocational application of knowledge 
and skills in inadequate institutions. This is identified by Ofsted as indicative of 
inadequate provision (IGD7). 
 
They do not relate topics adequately to students’ current interests, future 
jobs or everyday experiences. In these lessons students quickly lose interest, 








2.5.2.4 Learner support 
 
Learner support was an important theme for enabling effective progression in 
gaining knowledge, skills and competencies, which reflected Ofsted’s requirement 
for the need for clear direction and timely support (OGD2 and OGD4). 
 
Students receive outstanding care, guidance and support. The additional 
support received by some students often proves to be a key factor in their 
success. (Outstanding 10) 
 
Learners value the coaching and support provided to help them overcome 
barriers to learning, including the setting of short-term achievable goals for 
attendance, personal organisation and self-confidence. (Outstanding 2) 
 
In inadequate institutions, there was evidence of some instances of inappropriate 
support. Specifically, “help” to complete work was provided, rather than providing 
support to enable students to work independently. 
 
…staff provide too much help and do not focus sufficiently on supporting 








2.5.2.5 Higher order cognitive processes and knowledge 
dimensions 
 
In outstanding institutions, teachers enabled students to engage in learning that 
targeted higher order cognitive processes (e.g., evaluation and creativity) and 
knowledge dimensions (e.g., procedural and metacognitive knowledge) of learning 
(Anderson et al., 2001). This is not explicitly demanded by Ofsted, but the 
framework does refer to the need for students to deepen their knowledge, 
understanding and skills (OGD1). 
 
They [learners] also have a thorough understanding of their responsibility 
to undertake research and use it to develop their thinking and stimulate their 
creativity. (Outstanding 4) 
 
On intermediate level art and design they [learners] develop very good 
critical analysis skills. (Outstanding 7) 
 
They [teachers] continually encourage learners very skilfully to reflect, 
explore and apply new meanings, technical language, knowledge and 
concepts to their work. (Outstanding 3) 
 
Conversely, it was evident that higher order cognitive processes and knowledge 
dimensions were not routinely included within learning episodes in inadequate 
institutions. In this regard, Ofsted refers to insufficient development of knowledge, 






Learners do not reflect on how well they develop their ability to work and 
learn without help from their teachers, or on what they can do to improve 
these skills. (Inadequate 9) 
 
Few teachers ensure that their learners develop their higher level thinking 
skills and master and apply theory fluently. (Inadequate 6) 
 
2.5.3 Reviewing learning 
 
2.5.3.1 Feedback and monitoring 
 
Effective feedback was highlighted as an important theme for the progression of 
students by inspectors. In outstanding institutions, feedback was threefold: self-
assessment, teacher assessment and peer assessment. The Ofsted framework 
highlights the need for effective teacher assessment, but does not refer to the need 
for self- and peer assessment (OGD5 and OGD7). 
 
Students are aware of their learning targets and are encouraged to take 
charge of their own learning and monitor their own progress. (Outstanding 
9) 
 
Learners receive positive and helpful feedback from their teachers in 







… [Learners] are encouraged to reflect as individuals on future 
development needs. (Outstanding 8) 
 
… [Learners] make particularly good use of their time and peer-assess 
finished work. (Outstanding 10) 
 
Finally, students in outstanding institutions also assisted in reviewing the quality 
of provision.  
 
Learners contribute fully to the development of the curriculum. They 
participate actively in learner consultation groups. They feel their opinions 
are valued highly by college staff as their feedback is used to improve the 
provision. (Outstanding 7) 
 
In comparison, the practice of self- and peer assessment was distinctly absent in 
inadequate institutions. Furthermore, inspectors commented upon the lack of 
quality and timely feedback that was given by teachers to learners, which is also 
identified by Ofsted as a key factor that leads to insufficient learner progress 
(IGD6). 
 
Teachers’ feedback on learners’ assessed work does not provide sufficient 
detail on how learners can improve their work. Errors in spelling, 
punctuation and grammar persist in learners’ work because these are not 






Learners often continue to make the same basic errors and mistakes within 
their written work and do not receive the support they need to develop and 
make progress. (Inadequate 10) 
 
Teachers often provide feedback on learners’ written work that is superficial 
and does not provide the guidance learners need to improve the quality of 
subsequent work. (Inadequate 3) 
 




Outstanding institutions had established a “culture” of high expectations, which 
concurred with the demands of Ofsted for constant high expectations for all 
learners (OGD3). 
 
The Principal, senior managers and governors have established a culture of 
high expectations for staff and students alike. (Outstanding 10) 
 
They have an unrelenting determination to ensure learners achieve to their 
full potential. (Outstanding 3) 
 
Teachers and other staff did not take responsibility for establishing a culture of 






In too many subject areas, teachers’ expectations of what learners can 
achieve are too low. Subsequently, the standard of learners’ work is not 
consistently of a high quality and too often is not of the standard expected 
by employers. (Inadequate 8) 
 
Senior leaders have allowed the quality of provision to decline to 
unacceptably low standards. (Inadequate 11) 
 
2.5.4.2 Inspiring environments 
 
Finally, in outstanding institutions, teachers worked with other staff to establish 
inspiring learning environments. In this respect, the Ofsted framework identifies 
the need for learners to be “curious, interested and keen to learn” (OGD1).  
 
Managers, teachers and support staff are extremely effective role models 
for learners in setting high professional standards and promoting a culture 
of inclusion, courtesy and respect for each other. (Outstanding 7) 
 
Inspiring learning environments were often not present in inadequate 
institutions. In many lessons, learners lose interest and become bored 
because too many lessons are uninspiring and lack sufficient pace or 
challenge to motivate learners to attend, work hard and make good progress. 
(Inadequate 9) 
 
The findings of this report offer a rich insight into the understanding of the balance 
of control of the learning process between teacher and learner in vocational 





summary). The systemic nature of the present study was a notable strength, 
providing an overview of teaching–learning transactions in both outstanding and 
inadequate vocational education and training provision in England. These findings 
are likely to be interesting and useful for a multitude of stakeholders including: 
curriculum developers; government policy-makers; and vocational education and 
















Table 2.    Summary: description of themes identified in the data (including cross references made to *outstanding and **inadequate grade descriptors 
that were considered post hoc of data analysis (refer to Table 1)) 
  
   
 








Teacher Learner  *Ofsted 
grade 
descriptor 




Goal and target 
setting  
 
Teachers assist and advise in 
setting, monitoring, and reviewing 
challenging targets. 





Teachers set targets, which are not always 
challenging. 
Learners often do not assist in target 




Teachers offer accurate and 
individualized guidance about 
possible pathways. 
Learners are enabled to make informed guided 
decisions. 
 Teachers may not provide accurate and 
individualized guidance about possible 
pathways. 
Learners may make decisions, but 






Classroom control  Teachers build student-centred 
environments and offer student 
control and responsibility.  
 
Enables students to work on individualized tasks 
independently or in groups, allowing the 
development of competencies alongside skills 
and knowledge. Enables learners to assume more 





Teachers can dominate in a teacher-centred 
environment. Teachers hold control and 
responsibility of the learning process. For 
instance, teachers set the pace and methods 
for learning.  
Learners do not assume control and 
responsibility for undertaking learning. 
Students become bored, learning 
progress is slowed, and learning is 
seldom focussed on the development 






Teachers organize individualized 
learning opportunities and 
resources. 
Enables individualized learning of knowledge, 





Inflexible uniform learning experiences are 
arranged by teachers. 
Learning is not differentiated.  IGD1 
 IGD2 
 IGD6 
 Knowledge and 
skills applied to 
real world settings 
Teachers arrange learning 
opportunities that enable students to 
apply knowledge and skills to real 
world settings (especially work 
place settings). 
Enables learners to make individual meaning of 
knowledge and skill.  
OGD1  Teaching of core knowledge and skills do 
not always provide opportunities that 
enable students to apply knowledge and 
skills to real world settings. 
Students may not gain an 
understanding of why learning of such 
knowledge or skills are important. 
IGD7 
 Learner support Teachers ensure appropriate support 
for students to enable continual 
progress in gaining knowledge, 
skills, and competencies. 
Enables learners to overcome barriers to 
progression, competence development, and to 
assume control and responsibility for learning. 
OGD2 
OGD4  
Support may not always be effective. 
Teachers may assist work completion rather 
than promoting independent learning.  
Barriers to learner progression may 
persist. Students may not develop 
competencies to enable independent 
learning. 
 





Teachers stage learning 
opportunities that target both lower 
and higher order dimensions of 
learning. 
Students are not confined to rote learning. They 
take the opportunity for deep learning of a topic 
area and practice higher order learning processes 
and dimensions.  
OGD1 Teachers stage learning opportunities that 
target mainly lower order dimensions of 
learning. 





Feedback  and  
monitoring 
Teachers provide expert monitoring 
and feedback and enable 
opportunities for self- and peer-
assessment. 
Learners are encouraged to reflect upon progress 
and perform self- and peer-assessment. Students 




Teacher feedback is given, but is not 
always precise, timely, or appropriate. 
Students may not be involved in 
feedback and monitoring. Learners are 





Expectations Teachers set high expectations, as 
part of a “culture” of high 
expectations.  
Learners accept high expectations and are likely 
to meet these expectations. 
OGD3 Teachers set expectations, but often do not 
demand high expectations. 
Learners may not have high 
expectations and are likely to 




Teachers create inspiring 
learning environments. 
Learners are inspired and motivated. 
 
OGD1  Teachers create the learning 
environment, which may not inspire. 









Quite profoundly, inadequate provision in the present study reflected teacher-
directed learning where teachers directed the objectives and means of learning 
(Knowles, 1970, 1975, 1980). Such teaching–learning transactions are reflective 
of traditional or more didactical approaches (Dewey, 1938/1963; Hiemstra, 1994). 
In which, as Freire (1970, p. 58) explained, “Education thus becomes an act of 
depositing, in which the students are depositories and the teacher is the depositor.” 
This represents a real concern, regarding the small but significant proportion of FE 
colleges in England to which this conclusion applies. Moreover, this finding was 
indicative of a recent United Kingdom Government report which identified that 
“there is also an issue with the number of young people with weak basic skills who 
‘churn’ through a series of low-level and other qualifications that do not prepare 
them for further study or employment” (HM Government, 2017, p. 40). 
A key finding of this report was that outstanding vocational education and 
training provision in England reflected a “mid-way” between teacher-directed 
learning and self-directed learning (refer to Knowles, 1975, 1980). This balance of 
control of learning between teacher and learner represented a “collaborative 
relationship” proposed by Garrison (1997, p. 23). 
This report provides some clues regarding how the skills for self-directed 
learning may be fostered in vocational education and training. For instance, 
students were encouraged to take ownership for setting goals, but teachers and 





During the undertaking of learning, teachers guided learning activities, providing 
a framework for learning (Arnold, 2015). But, at the same time, such tasks enabled 
a degree of flexibility for students to direct the objectives and means of learning. 
For example, portfolios were used to facilitate this possibility. Portfolios have been 
previously identified as “facilitative” for self-directed learning in vocational 
education and training (e.g., Kicken et al., 2009). Furthermore, in the present report 
it appeared that learner access to quality resources facilitated independent and 
group research. Additionally, timely and quality support enabled learners to 
overcome barriers to progressing independently. Moreover, feedback appeared to 
be a key factor in enabling progression of independent learning. Feedback in 
outstanding provision was threefold: self-assessment, peer assessment and teacher 
assessment. 
The ability to apply theory to practice is of particular importance in vocational 
education and training. Thus, as well as the “process” of learning, consideration 
should be given to the resultant “learning processing”—the cognitive aspect. 
Garrison (1992) explained, “most conceptualizations of self-directed learning are 
preoccupied with external control issues, this is an incomplete view of the learning 
process” (p. 141). But, “internally self-directedness in terms of constructing 
meaning is absolute” (p. 141). In this regard, Rogers (1969, p. 4) refers to the type 
of learning where learners are able to make “personal meaning” of knowledge and 
skills. This dimension of self-directed learning reflects the constructivist 
epistemological stance and historical assumptions of self-directed learning 





factor that differentiated outstanding provision was the role of teachers in 
arranging learning opportunities that enabled students to place knowledge or skills 
in their “real world”; thus, learners were enabled to apply what they were learning 
to their particular vocation. 
Another imperative finding of this present paper was the hierarchical order of 
teaching–learning transactions. Historically, the hierarchical order of the process 
of self-directed learning was not considered (Knowles, 1970, 1975, 1980). The 
importance of higher order planning of progression pathways was highlighted in 
this present study. In outstanding institutions, teachers and support staff guided 
students to make informed choices. Again, such processes fit with the underlying 
humanistic assumptions of self-directed learning: that every individual has a fitting 
place in the world; education that is tailored toward enabling self-actualization is 
more likely to coincide with learner motivation (Groen & Kawalilak, 2014; 
Maslow, 1943, 1954; Rogers, 1969). 
However, in consideration of the nature of vocational education and training 
in England, there are problems with this basic assumption. Importantly, if all 
students are directing their progression pathways, collectively, the skill set across 
a generation may not match the economic demands at that particular time. It is 
necessary to point out that students’ decisions regarding their progression pathway 
is restricted in England: confined by the qualification offering of FE colleges. In 
this respect, it should be considered that the United Kingdom Government recently 
described the curriculum offering of vocational education and training in England 





deliver for individuals, for the skills needs of employers, or for the wider 
economy” (p. 37). These macro-level considerations should be taken into account 
when interpreting this report. 
 
2.6.1 Limitations and suggestions for further research 
 
The present study had some limitations. The cross-sectional design did not allow 
insight to the possible fostering of skills for self-directed learning over time (refer 
to Grow, 1991). Longitudinal studies would allow examination of the impact of 
teaching–learning transactions upon the fostering of skills for self-directed 
learning. Furthermore, it was not possible to examine individual differences in 
learner desire or preference towards taking responsibility for self-directed learning 
(Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991). In addition, both the present paper and FE Ofsted 
framework were systemic and generalizable in nature, whereby teaching, learning 
and assessments were judged irrespective of the nature of vocation focus or 
qualification structure. The strength of the present paper is that it provides an 
overview of the nature of vocational education and training in England, in regard 
to the research question. However, further research examining specific vocation 
and qualification demands, both within England and in other international 
contexts, may uncover discrete patterns in the balance of control of learning 
between teacher and learner. 
Moreover, it should be considered that the findings presented in this report 





learning transactions and interpretation of these judgments was made by a 
researcher who was an experienced FE college vocational education and training 
teacher. A potential weakness of this present study was the lack of consideration 
of inter-researcher reliability. Nevertheless, at the same time, the specific 
professional experience of the researcher likely assisted in making sense of 
inspectors’ comments. But it is important to consider that the findings presented 
in this report reflect an interaction of three frames of reference: researcher 
interpretation of inspectors’ interpretations within Ofsted’s framework. 
 
2.6.2 Implications for practice 
 
The findings of this report example how an effective balance of control of directing 
the learning process may be realized between teacher and learner in vocational 
education and training. This includes the need to consider the hierarchical order of 
control issues in regard to directing the objectives of learning. For instance, 
balancing control of directing progression pathways between learners’ interests 
and economic demands seems imperative in any given vocational education and 
training setting internationally. 
In addition, the present research identifies the need to consider the modulating 
effect of contextual factors upon the transactional balance of control of learning 
between teacher and learner. For instance, the differences discussed in this report 
between outstanding and inadequate institutions emphasize the impact of the 





direction. Moreover, inspectors reported favorably upon teaching–learning 
transactions where teachers offered students a share of control of directing the 
learning process. This was in spite of the Ofsted framework that clearly highlights 
the role of the teacher, but does not appear to explicitly identify the need for learner 
involvement in directing the learning process—rather, principally reflecting a 
traditional teacher-directed educational model (Dewey, 1938/1963; Freire, 1970; 
Hiemstra, 1994; Knowles, 1970, 1975, 1980). Considering the crucial role 
inspection bodies have upon influencing learning culture—which may act to 
inhibit or promote certain kinds of learning (Hodkinson & James, 2003; James & 
Biesta, 2007)—it would appear appropriate that the Ofsted framework is reformed 
to highlight the importance of facilitating self-directed learning. 
In conclusion, the present paper offers insight into the understanding of how 
an effective balance of control of learning between teacher and learner may be 
realized in vocational education and training settings and highlights the need to 




1.   The International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) is a statistical 
framework that categories education into levels from 0 (early childhood) to 8 
(doctoral level or equivalent) maintained by the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO (United Nations Educational, 







Chapter 3—Study 2 
 
Adaptivity through self-directed learning to meet 
the challenges of our ever-changing world 
 
 
This chapter has been previously published: 
Morris, T. H. (2018a). Adaptivity through self-directed learning to meet the 
challenges of our ever-changing world. Adult Learning. Advance online 




















Fostering adult learners’ competence to adapt appropriately to our ever-changing 
world is a foremost concern for a multitude of stakeholders of adult education. 
This includes not only adult educators, curriculum developers, managers, and 
government policy-makers but also personnel concerned with human resource 
development. The purpose of the present article is novel and examines whether the 
consideration of modes of learning (instruction, performance, and inquiry) could 
assist in the design of adult education that facilitates self-directed learning and 
enables learners to think and perform adaptively. 
The concept of modes of learning originated from the typology of Houle 
(1980). This was the first theoretical framework that sought to classify learning 
activities of adult professionals by their structural forms (Cervero & Dimmock, 
1987). 
Houle (1980) identified three “major and overlapping modes of learning” (p. 
31): instruction, “the process of disseminating established skills, knowledge, or 
sensitiveness” (p. 32); inquiry, “the process of creating some new synthesis, idea, 
technique, policy, or strategy of action” (p. 31); and performance (later renamed 
reinforcement; Houle, 1984), “the process of internalizing an idea or using a 
practice habitually, so that it becomes a fundamental part of the way in which a 





However, to the knowledge of the present author, no study has reached beyond 
Houle’s typology, especially concerning the potential of using modes of learning 
in the design of adult education to assist in the facilitation of self-directed learning. 
Self-directed learning is a means to change—representing “major, highly 
deliberate effort to gain certain knowledge and skill (or to change in some other 
way)” (Tough, 1971, p. 1). Self-directed learning seems imperative in a world that 
is becoming ever more complex and changeable, where much benefit is gained 
from adapting behavior accordingly (Brooks & Edwards, 2013; Dzubinski, Hentz, 
Davis, & Nicolaides, 2012). 
For example, an owner of a clothing shop could be proactive in keeping up-to-
date with the current fashion trends and then change what clothes they sell 
accordingly, with great business success. A competing shop owner may not attend 
to the changing fashion trends and not change the clothes they sell and become 
bankrupt in time. 
A paint manufacturer that has been producing the same powder coating paint 
for industry for many years could face declining demand. Rather, a competing 
business could notice that demand for such paint was in decline. They could 
proactively learn about what type of paint is in demand and change their 
manufacturing and product offering accordingly, growing their business. 
An unemployed person could explain that they have no work because, for 
example, they are a coal miner and the coalmine closed 15 years ago. However, 





environmental policy change there was a growing demand for renewable energy 
and sought training and employment in the field of solar energy. 
This article addresses, in part, the concern that “traditional” forms of adult 
education, which entail teacher-directed processes of knowledge and skill 
inculcation, are often not effective nor suitable for preparing adult learners for life 
(cf. Alston et al., 2016; Brooks & Edwards, 2013). 
An overview of the concept of self-directed learning as a critical competence 
that enables adaptivity is discussed, followed by a summary of factors that could 
influence motivation for self-directed learning. Afterward, a theoretical argument 
is presented that modes of learning may be an important consideration in the design 
of adult education, especially regarding learner initiation and maintenance of 
motivation for self-directed learning. 
 
3.2 Self-directed learning as a critical competence 
 
Self-directed learning is a critical competence that empowers adults to adapt 
accordingly to fluid and complex social contextual changes (Abele & Wiese, 2008; 
Helterbran, 2017; Kranzow & Hyland, 2016; Marsick & Watkins, 1992, 1996). 
Education that targets the fostering of self-directed learning competence offers 
“great promise” in preparing adults for their working life (Boyer, Edmondson, 
Artis, & Fleming, 2014, p. 20). 
Advantages of fostering self-directed learning competence include avoidance 





Premkumar, 2014; Oddi, 1987); enabling individuals to “upskill” in the event of 
changes in economic conditions, providing them with a certain protection against 
long-term unemployment (Barnes et al., 2016); empowering emancipatory action 
(Bagnall & Hodge, 2018; Freire, 1970); and facilitating learners’ progression 
toward self-actualization (Groen & Kawalilak, 2014; Maslow, 1943; Rogers, 
1969). 
Self-directed learning does not occur in a social or contextual vacuum. Recent 
scholarly discussion has highlighted that there is a need for learners to balance 
personal goals with societal needs (Guglielmino, 2008; Morris, 2018c; Tan, 2017). 
This perspective builds upon Garrison’s (1997) hypothesis that, in formal 
education, the educator inevitably plays a very important collaborative role in 
assisting students to appreciate the need to consider “what counts as worthwhile 
knowledge” (p. 23). 
Moreover, Tan (2017) proposed that self-directed learning is ultimately 
underpinned by a “shared moral vision” (p. 250) of the “individual” and the 
“collective” (p. 251). She criticized Knowles’s (1975) definition of self-directed 
learning due to him not considering the “collective,” claiming that he defined self-
directed learning as “a process in which individuals take the initiative without the 
help of others . . .” (Tan, 2017, p. 251, citing Knowles, 1975, p. 18, as cited in 
Mezirow, 1985, p. 17, with italics added). 
Nonetheless, Tan (2017) made a fundamental citation error in this regard: 







In its broadest meaning, “self-directed learning” describes a process in 
which individuals take the initiative, with or without the help of others, in 
diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifying 
human and material resources for learning, choosing and implementing 
appropriate learning strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes. 
(Knowles, 1975, p. 18, with italics added) 
 
In this regard, Morris (2018c) systemically analyzed teacher–learner 
transactions that foster self-directed learning in Further Education colleges in 
England. This report concluded that “outstanding” adult learning in this context 
represented a “balance of control” between (a) learners assuming control of 
directing the learning process, and (b) the educator providing direction to assist 
learners to appreciate the societal and environmental demands. A distinct 
limitation of this study, and a commonality in scholarly work on self-directed 
learning, was a lack of consideration of a broad range of factors that may influence 
learners’ motivation for self-directed learning. 
 
3.3 Motivation for self-directed learning 
 
In reference to self-determination theory of motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2017), 
Rigby and Ryan (2018) discuss multiple kinds of motivations, which fall on a 
“spectrum of motivational quality” (p. 136; emphasis in original). They explain 





needs, values, and interest” (p. 136), which is “evident when one pursues goals and 
values that are personally meaningful” (p. 137; emphasis in original). 
In line with self-determination theory, the majority of adult learning is 
characterized by a process that is life-centered and self-directed, motivated by 
highly practical reasons, personal interest, curiosity, and/or enjoyment (cf. Tough, 
1971). Intrinsic reasons to pursue learning, such as a desire for job satisfaction or 
quality of life, are viewed as the most potent motivators for self-directed learning 
(Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2015). 
In addition, it may be important to consider factors inherent in a learner’s 
context that may influence their motivation for self-directed learning (Morris, 
2018c). For example, McCartney and colleagues (2016) identified that peer/social 
group is an important factor. Matsuo (2015) highlighted the significance of 
learners having a workplace developmental network. Moreover, it may be 
important to consider that the learner(s) themselves also represent an important 
contextual factor (Tessmer & Richey, 1997). 
In this regard, characteristics of learners are likely to have a powerful influence 
on their tendency and propensity toward self-directed learning (Alharbi, 2018; 
Barry & Egan, 2018; Merriam, 2018). For instance, empirical studies have 
reported strong correlations between learner self-directedness and 
conscientiousness, openness (big five traits), optimism, and work drive (narrow 
traits; Kirwan et al., 2010, 2014; Lounsbury et al., 2009; Major et al., 2006). 
Furthermore, a learner’s self-regulatory processes are likely to have a 





should consider that learners are active agents and self-regulate, to various degrees, 
cognitive, motivational, affective, and social contextual aspects of their learning 
process (Jones, 2017; Pintrich, 2004; Zimmerman, 1990). 
However, there is relatively less understanding of how the process of self-
directed learning, in terms of management of learning tasks, influences a learner’s 
motivation for self-directed learning. Historical studies reported that a positive or 
negative experience of self-directed learning might affect further motivation to 
pursue self-directed learning (e.g., Kasworm, 1983; Knowles, 1975). 
Staged models of self-directed learning address this concern. Staged models 
advocate a gradual move from teacher-directed learning to self-directed learning 
(cf. Arnold, 2015; Grow, 1991; Morris, 2018b). 
Moreover, Langer’s series of empirical studies (refer to Langer, 2017) 
emphasized the central importance of considering the nature of the learning 
process—how learners learn. Langer referred to a common educational problem 
of “teaching certainty” (p. xxiii), where “teaching puts a premium on absolute 
answers” (p. xxiii). Her experimental studies demonstrated that learners may 
develop a tendency to apply the “learned” information to new life-situations—
often inappropriately—mindlessly. She concluded that “perspective-free facts 
create an illusion of knowing” (p. xxiii). Rather, maintaining meticulous attention 
toward detail of the social and environmental context seems imperative for the 
self-directed learner to first identify a “need” to adapt to a social contextual change. 
The following section examines whether consideration of modes of learning 





learners’ sensitivity to changes in social contextual conditions. A perceived need 
to adapt to change is theoretically a pivotal mediator for the initiation and 
maintenance of motivation for self-directed learning (Rigby & Ryan, 2018; Ryan 
& Deci, 2017). 
 
3.4 Models of modes of learning 
 
Two models of modes of learning are proposed and contrasted in the forthcoming 
discussion: the reinforcing model of modes of learning (instruction, performance, 
without inquiry) and the adapting model of modes of learning (instruction, 
performance, with inquiry). Whether or not inquiry is included in the learning 
process is an important consideration: It potentially differentiates the purpose of 
instruction, the nature of learners’ performance, and the underlying 
epistemological positioning. 
 
3.4.1 The reinforcing model of modes of learning 
 
When educators facilitate instruction without inquiry, learners’ performance may 
represent a process of reinforcing (Figure 1). In this instance, performance concurs 
with Houle’s (1980) definition. Education may reflect a number of didactical 
concepts, such as the traditional education model (Dewey, 1938/1963), the 





a process representing teacher-directed learning: where the educator directs the 





Figure 1.    Reinforcing model of modes of learning 
 
In a teacher-directed learning process, learning objectives are definable at the 
planning stage and are intended to be uniform, and the successful accomplishment 
of which defines the learning “success.” Positive or negative feedback can be used 
to shape learning outcomes toward the socially approved behavior—the pre-
determined learning objectives. 
An educational curriculum may be systematically arranged in a stepwise 
fashion so that learners progressively target more difficult learning objectives. 
Thus, learning in this regard is a process of moving back and forth between the 
modes of instruction and performance (cf. Figure 1). 
When educators employ the reinforcing model of modes of learning, 
behaviorist assumptions are upheld, the ultimate objective of which is to control 
learners’ behavior (Skinner, 1971/1987; Thorndike, 1898; Watson, 1913): to shape 
their growth in a particular direction (Bruner, 1966). Thus, the process benefits 






The adult educator may deem that, in certain but perhaps limited educational 
circumstances, employing the reinforcing model of modes of learning seems 
logical. In this regard, Houle (1980) discussed that established skills, knowledge, 
or sensitiveness may be instructed to professional persons then practiced and 
monitored to ensure effective implementation. 
For example, a fast food franchise that has restaurants in different cities may 
require that their products, such as burgers or coffee, are standardized across the 
business. In such a circumstance, the reinforcing model of modes of learning may 
be deemed the most fitting model by the company’s educator. 
Moreover, when the educator considers that facilitating learner inquiry could 
be potentially dangerous, such as in the teaching of basic first aid, beginner 
gymnastics, or preliminary driving lessons, the reinforcing model of modes of 
learning may be judged most appropriate. 
In these examples, formal instruction may be followed by repetitive practice, 
supported by feedback regarding the “correctness” of the learner’s performance. 
The adult educator could, feasibly, in all of the previous examples, move away 
from the reinforcing model of modes of learning, perhaps in a more advanced stage 
of the education course, or/and when any potential inherent danger has passed. 
Yet, operating the reinforcing model of modes of learning may lead to learners’ 
understanding being assimilated uncritically. Subsequently, learners may become 
accustomed to reinforcing habitual patterns of perceiving, thinking, judging, 
feeling, and acting, rather than adapting to social contextual changes through 





Such educational processes support Langer’s (2017) concept of mindless 
learning, in which learners become ignorant, or desensitized, to changes in social 
contextual conditions. A key consequence is that learners may apply the 
knowledge or skills learned in contexts with differential conditions without 
noticing the need to adapt accordingly (Langer, 2017). 
Specifically, under such educational processes, the educator does not 
encourage learners to attend toward the possibility that the information learned 
may not retain its correctness across context or time. 
In this regard, in a series of lectures Dewey (1915/2010) identified that often 
in such education “facts” are commonly taught with their contextual information 
removed. When learners act passively in the inculcation process of knowledge or 
skill, meaning schemes may develop that are broad and rigid—decontextualized—
which, in other words, “may distort our ways of knowing” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 5). 
A key consequence of this may be represented by learner cognitive 
defensiveness, which includes the fear of failure and avoidance of new ideas and 
activities, displayed in a distinct learner “rigidity” accompanied by a lack of a 
tendency and propensity toward self-directed learning (Oddi, 1986, p. 99). 
When educators facilitate the reinforcing model of modes of learning, learners 
may begin to perceive that what they know, in terms of knowledge or skill, is 
“true,” generally, irrespective of social or contextual conditions. This reduced 
sensitivity toward changing conditions may result in a distinct lack of a perceived 
need to adapt to social contextual changes and, subsequently, a lack of motivation 





cognitive interest is perhaps the strongest motivator for self-directed learning (Kim 
& Merriam, 2004; Rigby & Ryan, 2018; Ryan & Deci, 2017). 
 
3.4.2 The adapting model of modes of learning 
 
In accordance with the adapting model of modes of learning (Figure 2), the 
addition of the inquiry mode in the learning process differentiates the nature of the 
learners’ performance, the underlying epistemological positioning of the learning 






Figure 2.    Adapting model of modes of learning 
 
 
Importantly, Houle’s (1980) definition of performance is no longer 
appropriate. Rather, the learners’ performance becomes an active process of 





An adult educator should appreciate that, with regard to an adult’s working 
life, adaptive performance potentially positively modulates long-term career 
success (Seibert et al., 2001) and has been positioned as the conditio sine qua non 
of professional expertise (Ward, Gore, Hutton, Conway, & Hoffman, 2018). 
Adaptivity is defined as “the ability to employ multiple ways to succeed and the 
capacity to move seamlessly among them” (Hoffman et al., 2014, pp. 51-52). 
Moreover, the inclusion of inquiry in the learning process alters the educational 
epistemological positioning. Rather, the process of inquiry champions 
constructivism, in which learning represents an individual, interpretive, and active 
process (cf. Merriam et al., 2007; Rogers-Shaw, Carr-Chellman, & Choi, 2018). 
Jonassen (1999) identified that the fundamental difference of a constructivist 
learning environment is that the process, referred to as an “inquiry project” in the 
present article, is driven by “the question or issue, the case, the problem, or the 
project that learners attempt to solve or resolve” (p. 218). He highlighted that 
“nearly every conception of constructivist learning recommends engaging learners 
in solving authentic problems” (p. 221).  
In this regard, M. Gibbons (2002) discussed that the process of creating 
solutions to inquiry projects necessitates a learning process/learner competence to 
undertake “scientific-like investigations” (p. 8). In the learning process, learning 
outcomes may not be uniform and cannot be definitely predicted in advance. 
Importantly, creative outcomes are possible in the process. 
Furthermore, the purpose of “instruction” changes. The objective of instruction 





creation of a solution to the inquiry project (cf. Dzubinski et al., 2012; Knowles, 
1975). In most circumstances, learners would seemingly benefit from considering 
the fittingness of established knowledge and skills to specific inquiry projects. 
The educators themselves, other experienced persons, or the learner’s own 
experience may represent a valuable human resource (Lindeman, 1926; Merriam, 
2008). Moreover, because inquiry projects are inevitably real-world based, gaining 
pragmatic feedback either through active experimentation or reflection on concrete 
experience seems imperative (D. A. Kolb, 2015; A. Y. Kolb & Kolb, 2013). 
In addition, the adapting model of modes of learning complements and extends 
the scholarly discussion concerning self-directed learning being a process of 
collaboration (Guglielmino, 2008; Knowles, 1975; Morris, 2018c; Tan, 2017). 
Indeed, the process of inquiry may be supported through working with others, 
especially through Socrative dialogue (Kasl & Yorks, 2002; Storey & Wang, 
2017). 
The adapting model of modes of learning may support the fostering of learner 
appreciation that adult learning does not occur in a social or contextual vacuum. 
In this regard, Langer (2017) explained that it is important that learners learn to 
become confident with uncertainty—appreciating that knowledge or skill may not 
be fitting across context and may become outdated in time. 
To realize this, an attitude of cognitive openness—a key characteristic of self-
directed learners—seems essential. Cognitive openness has been defined as an 
“openness to new ideas and activities, ability to adapt to change, and tolerance of 





that “no knowledge is secure, that only the process of seeking knowledge gives a 
basis for security” (Rogers, 1969, p. 104; emphasis in original). 
In terms of cognitivist theory, underlined by Gestalt principles, learning is a 
process of finding out which parts of nature belong as parts of their functional 
wholes (Koffka, 1935). In this respect, Bruner (1966) explained that curiosity is “a 
response to uncertainty and ambiguity” (p. 43) and “curiosity is almost a prototype 
of the intrinsic motive. Our attention is attracted to something that is unclear, 
unfinished, or uncertain” (p. 114). Thus, learner appreciation that no knowledge is 
truly secure in the course of time or across context seems imperative for the 
maintenance of curiosity and motivation for self-directed learning. 
Finally, the adapting model of modes of learning may represent a model of 
self-directed learning in its own right. In this regard, the model could be used to 
facilitate self-directed learning in formal educational settings, when learners are 
enabled to assume control over both learning objectives and means—a central 
tenet differentiating the self-directed learning process (Mocker & Spear, 1982; 
Sawatsky et al., 2017). 
For an adult educator, the idea of instruction being part of self-directed learning 
may seem somewhat paradoxical. However, if inquiry is the process of creating a 
fitting solution to a question, issue, case, or problem, then learner exposure to a 
wealth of information concerning established knowledge or skills seems 
imperative. 
Nevertheless, the self-directed learning process is differentiated in that learners 





for their inquiry project. To retain control over learning means a learner could 
proactively seek human or material resources. This may be via a multitude of 
media, such as a book, video, blog, website, lecture, and/or discussion with an 
expert in the field, such as with another learner or the educator. 
Following receipt of the information, the process demands that learners think 
critically and judgmentally concerning its fittingness for their inquiry project, thus 
supporting an individual, active, and differentiated learning process. Importantly, 
the learner may deem, or choose, that no established knowledge or skill is fully 
fitting to his or her inquiry project. In such a case, the learner could attempt to be 
creative to design novel knowledge or skill that may be more appropriate. 
Moreover, it is also possible that in formal education settings, learners assume 
control over their learning objectives. This is exampled in some vocational 
education institutions in the Netherlands (Kicken et al., 2009). In this educational 
context, learners are required to self-determine their own learning objectives in 
accordance with their individual professional needs; upholding the humanistic 
assumptions of self-directed learning (cf. Merriam, 2018) 
If learners do not have the necessary skills for self-directed learning, which 
they commonly do not (Kicken et al., 2009), then the educator could, as per staged 
models of self-directed learning (e.g., Grow, 1991), initially assume a share of 
control of directing the learning process. Then, as learners gradually gain the 
necessary skills for self-directed learning, the educator may gradually remove their 







3.5 Practical implementation and further research directions 
 
To implement the adapting model of modes of learning in practice may require an 
alternative didactical framework. In this regard, building on the work of Hoffman 
and colleagues (2014), Ward et al. (2018) proposed a set of didactical principles 
to support the fostering of adaptive performance, which includes relevant inquiry 
projects that become increasingly challenging; feedback that stimulates critical 
thinking and reflection; challenging deadlines; opportunity to make cross-
comparison between cases/projects, especially concerning the fittingness of 
concepts and their contextual differences; and opportunity for instruction that 
provides learners with a rich conceptual/theoretical repertoire. Fostering learner 
skill to self-employ such a didactical framework is seemingly critical for fostering 
self-directed learning competence. 
These principles, developed based on the review of scholarly research, 
represent a starting point for educators (Hoffman et al., 2014; Ward et al., 2018). 
Nevertheless, further empirical research is required to test the effectiveness of such 
principles in practice. Jossberger et al. (2017) call for further research and 
didactical understanding in this regard. 
The adapting model of modes of learning could provide a useful framework 
for further empirical research, especially concerning the understanding of how to 
facilitate self-directed learning in formal educational settings. Case studies and 





teacher–learner transactions in differential contexts. Moreover, as per the 
conclusions of Morris (2018c), it is possible that there are discrete patterns in the 
balance of control of learning between teacher and learner in specific vocations. 
Finally, it is important to point out that a third model of modes of learning was 
not considered in the present article—the interaction of inquiry and performance, 
without instruction—which rather represents a process of discovery or play. In this 
regard, Kirschner, Sweller, and Clark (2006) argued that inquiry-based teaching 
that involves minimal guidance (no instruction) “does not work” (p. 75). Bruner 
(1973) described the act of discovery as rather “the most inefficient technique 
possible for regaining what has been gathered over a long period of time” (p. 69). 
Nonetheless, further research should not discount the possible value and 
importance of a discovery/play model of modes of learning, especially in terms of 





In the present article, two models of modes of learning (Figures 1 and 2) are 
proposed and contrasted, which could be useful for educators to guide the design 
of adult education. When educators employ the reinforcing model of modes of 
learning, a teacher-directed learning process is promoted. A key consequence is 
that learners may become accustomed to reinforcing habitual patterns of 





inflexible and represented by a distinct lack of a perceived need to adapt to social 
contextual changes: a lack of motivation for self-directed learning. 
Rather, the adapting model of modes of learning may assist educators to design 
education that encourages learners to become adaptive in their performance. 
Positioning with constructivist epistemology, an inquiry project drives the learning 
process. Critical thinking is fundamental in facilitating successful learning 
outcomes. Learners are encouraged to appreciate that knowledge is not secure 
across context or time, encouraging an enhanced learner sensitivity toward 
changing social contextual conditions—potentially a pivotal mediator for the 











Chapter 4—Study 3 
 
Experiential learning—a systematic review and 
revision of Kolb’s model 
 
This chapter has been previously published: 
Morris, T. H. (2019a). Experiential learning—a systematic review and revision 




















What is fascinating about learning is that it cannot occur without experience. 
Imagine trying to learn to tie shoelaces without having the practical experience of 
having hands-on laces. On the other hand, try to forget your knowledge of how to 
ride a bike. Perhaps most notably, John Dewey (1938/1963) proposed that 
although not all experiences are equally educative, “all genuine education comes 
about through experience” (p. 25). 
Experiential learning theory takes a fundamentally different view of the 
learning process in comparison to behavioral learning theory. It places life 
experience as a central and necessary part of the learning process, where 
“knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” (D. A. Kolb, 
2015, p. 49; emphasis in original). However, relatively little empirical research has 
been conducted on experiential learning (Bergsteiner, Avery, & Neumann, 2010; 
Jarvis, 2012). 
Nonetheless, according to D. A. Kolb (2015), over the past 20 years research 
on experiential learning has more than quadrupled in many fields such as 
management, education, information science, psychology, medicine, nursing, 
accounting, and law. This includes a renewed interest in and attention to employing 
experiential learning in formal educational settings, especially in Higher 





learning and how to facilitate it is an important area for research, especially given 
the limitations of experiential learning theory highlighted in the following section. 
 
4.2 Kolb’s experiential learning cycle 
 
D. A. Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle remains the most widely influential 
and cited model, or “clearest expression”, of experiential learning theory (Seaman, 
Brown, & Quay, 2017, p. 3). Kolb (1984) theorized that, 
 
Learners, if they are to be effective, need four different kinds of abilities—
concrete experience abilities (CE), reflective observation abilities (RO), 
abstract conceptualization abilities (AC), and active experimentation (AE) 
abilities. That is, they must be able to involve themselves fully, openly, and 
without bias in new experiences (CE). They must be able to reflect on and 
observe their experiences from many perspectives (RO). They must be able 
to create concepts that integrate their observations into logically sound 
theories (AC), and they must be able to use these theories to make decisions 
and solve problems (AE). (p. 30; emphasis in original) 
 
More than thirty years onwards, D. A. Kolb (2015) defended his theoretical 
position against a multitude of critiques (e.g., Bergsteiner et al., 2010; Bergsteiner 
& Avery, 2014; Jarvis, 2012; Miettinen, 2000; Schenck & Cruickshank, 2015) that 






a four-stage cycle involving four adaptive learning modes (p. 66)…[where] 
Learning arises from the resolution of creative tension among these four 
learning modes. This process is portrayed as an idealized learning cycle or 
spiral where the learner “touches all the bases” – experiencing (CE), 
reflecting (RO), thinking (AC), and acting (AE) – in a recursive process that 
is sensitive to the learning situation and what is being learned. (p. 51) 
 
Kolb acknowledged that he discovered or “noticed the dimensions” (D. A. 
Kolb, 2015, p. 56) of the theory in the works of prominent twentieth-century 
scholars Kurt Lewin, John Dewey, and Jean Piaget and attempted to “integrate the 
common themes in their work into a systematic framework that can address 
twenty-first century problems of learning and education” (p. xvii). Intertwined 
with experiential learning theory is the concept of learning styles (outside the scope 
of the present paper; refer to A. Y. Kolb & Kolb, 2013, for review; Schenck & 
Cruickshank, 2015, for critique). 
A damming critique of experiential learning theory is that it lacks sound 
theoretical and empirical foundations (cf. Coffield, Moseley, Hall, & Ecclestone, 
2004; Miettinen, 2000). In particular, Miettinen (2000) noted that D. A. Kolb’s 
interpretation of the key works, upon which his model was assembled, 
fundamentally “gives a unilateral and erroneous picture” (p. 65) of the original 
theories. 
Miettinen also argued that D. A. Kolb’s work is eclectic. Consequently, the 
phases of the learning cycle “do not connect to each other in any organic or 





In addition, some scholars (e.g., Seaman et al., 2017) proposed that Kolb’s 
model in its current form actually presents as a barrier to a clearer understanding 
and successful facilitation of experiential learning. Alternative models have been 
proposed (e.g., Bergsteiner & Avery, 2014; Miettinen, 2000; Schenck & 
Cruickshank, 2015). However, these alternative models also lack sound empirical 
foundations. 
Kolb’s model remains the principle and most influential model in experiential 
learning theory (Seaman et al., 2017). Nevertheless, the lack of empirical 
foundation to the model remains a foremost concern. 
A key issue in interpreting the Kolb model, that remains unresolved, is the 
issue of interpretation of what is meant, exactly, by a “concrete experience”. In 
this regard, Bergsteiner et al. (2010) describe Kolb’s typology as “highly muddled” 
(p. 32). 
For example, Blenkinsop, Nolan, Hunt, Stonehouse, and Telford (2016) note 
that many educators will not consider activities such as reading a book or sitting 
listening to a traditional lecture a concrete experience or part of experiential 
learning, whereas some educators would. This confusion seems somewhat ironic 
given that experience is, theoretically, the central and perhaps most salient feature 
of experiential learning theory. 
Further understanding in this regard may assist the successful facilitation of 
and contribute to scholarly work on the concept. To address this concern, the aim 





“concrete experience”. A systematic literature review of empirical studies on 
experiential education was conducted in a genuine attempt to examine, in 
experiential learning, 
  
Research Question 1: what constitutes a concrete experience? 





An inductive thematic analysis was conducted upon data collected through a 
systematic and targeted literature review.  
 
4.3.1 Data collection 
 
The systematic literature review was conducted on the premise that there is a 
tendency and nature of knowledge to develop and advance over time, especially in 
scholarly journals. A sample of 60 journal articles (summarized in Table 3) from 
a total of 1323 published journals in the targeted depository were analyzed in the 
present study. Data were drawn initially from the most recent up-to-date empirical 





Document classification during systematic analysis: 
Authors, date of publication 
 
Violence/poverty prevention program: 
Browne & Roll, 2016; 
Gass, Gough, Armas, & Dolcino, 2016 
 
Middle school: 
McBride, Chung, & Robertson, 2016; 
James & Williams, 2017; 
Scogin, Kruger, Jekkals, & Steinfeldt, 2017 
 
Teacher education: 
Burns, & Danyluk, 2017; 





Pipitone & Raghavan, 2017 
 
Adult education workshop: 
Glowacki-Dudka et al., 2017 
 
Out-of-school learning: 
Wainwright, Bingham, & Sicwebu, 2017; 
Fifolt, Morgan, & Burgess, 2018; 
Fűz, 2018; 




Newman, Alvarez, & Kim, 2017 
 
Adventure/ outdoor therapy: 
Davidson, Ewert, & Chang, 2016; 
Ritchie, Patrick, Corbould, Harper, & Oddson, 2016; 
Roberts, Stroud, Hoag, & Combs, 2016; 
Russell & Gillis, 2017; 
Karoff et al., 2017 
 
Work experience/employment as experiential 
learning: 
Fede, Gorman, & Cimini, 2018; 
Sonti, Campbell, Johnson, & Daftary-Steel, 2016; 
Barron, Khosa, & Jones-Bitton, 2017 
 
Service-learning: 
Bennett, Sunderland, Bartleet, & Power, 2016; 
Lovat & Clement, 2016; 
Barnes, 2016; 
Bialka & Havlik, 2016; 
Knackmuhs, Farmer, & Reynolds, 2017; 
Fisher, Sharp, & Bradley, 2017; 
Hou & Pereira, 2017; 
Larsen, 2017; 





Blenkinsop et al., 2016; 




Collins, Sibthorp, & Gookin, 2016; 
McGowan, 2016; 
Ribbe Jr, Cyrus, & Langan, 2016; 
Cooley, Burns, & Cumming, 2016; 
Asfeldt & Beames, 2017; 
Bailey, Johann, & Kang, 2017; 
Gress, & Hall, 2017; 
Deringer, 2017; 
Asfeldt, Hvenegaard, & Purc-Stephenson, 2018; 
Hougham, Nutter, & Graham, 2018; 
Schary & Waldron, 2017; 
Grimwood, Gordon, & Stevens, 2018; 
Smith & Segbers, 2018; 
S. Gibbons, Ebbeck, Gruno, & Battey, 2018 
 
All girl camp: 
Whittington, Garst, Gagnon, & Baughman, 2017 
 
Review papers: 
Seaman et al., 2017; 
Munge et al., 2018 
 
Higher education: 
Coker, Heiser, Taylor, & Book, 2017; 
Breunig, 2017; 
Murphy, Wilson, & Greenberg, 2017; 
Roberts, 2018; 
Isaak, Devine, Gervich, & Gottschall, 2018; 
Jordan, Gagnon, Anderson, & Pilcher, 2018 
 
 





The investigator reviewed the sample in a stepwise nature. Journal articles 
were drawn from the Journal of Experiential Education, with the premise that the 
editors and peer-reviewers are experts in the field of experiential learning and 
publish articles that are fitting with the concept. 
All articles were fully read by the investigator, who sought themes in the data. 
The investigator systematically drew on further research published in each 
preceding year of publication until themes were finalized and further data did not 
appear to significantly further the findings and conclusions drawn.  
 
4.3.2 Data analysis 
 
Data analysis software MAXQDA10 was used to code and organize the data. The 
60 journal articles were uploaded in PDF format into the software in order to begin 
the process of data coding and identifying themes. The analysis followed six 
phases suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006) and exampled by Morris (2018c), 
which involves the investigator (1) familiarizing themselves with the data (2) 
generating initial codes (3) searching for themes (4) reviewing themes (5) defining 
and naming themes, and (6) producing the report. 
Data familiarization was made where the investigator began to read the articles 
in full and noted down initial ideas regarding possible themes and codes within the 
data. The analysis was inductive in that codes and themes were not predetermined, 
but defined and redefined during the analysis. Using the data analysis software, 





more code(s). During the analysis new codes were defined and the initial analysis 
was revisited and data were recoded, where applicable. Themes were Identified 
and redefined a number of times during the analysis. A thematic map was drawn 
(Figure 3) to assist the organization of themes. 
After completion of the coding stage, the data software program was used to 
extract a Microsoft Excel data document with data extracts. At times, the data 
organization was complicated by the overlapping of data into the themes identified 
at this stage of the analysis and the researcher took a “best-fit” approach to the 
classification of the data. The researcher made further notes about the data extracts, 
which assisted the process of finalizing the themes presented in this report (refer 
to Figure 3). Post hoc of data analysis, the themes were critically analyzed against 
the dimensions of D. A. Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model (cross-
















The results give a rich overview of the conceptualization of experiential learning 
in accordance with the studies analyzed. A notable observation when eyeballing 
Figure 3 (summary of themes in data) is that learner responsibility was the 
underpinning theme of the concept. This should be considered by readers when 
interpreting the findings presented. Five themes were identified; three relating to 
research question 1, two relating to research question 2 and are discussed in detail 
in the forthcoming sections of this report, which is followed by a proposed revision 
to D. A. Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle. 
 
4.4.1 Research question 1: what constitutes a concrete 
experience? 
 
In experiential learning, learners are involved, active, engaged, participants in the 
learning process. Learner participation is central, where “learning by doing” is a 
founding concept (Munge et al., 2018). It is a “hands on” task-oriented process 
(Blair, 2016; Dorfsman & Horenczyk, 2018), which is based on direct experience 
(Blair, 2016; Seaman et al., 2017) that necessitates that learners are active in the 





Learners are placed physically, often in collaboration with others, in rich 
contextual learning environments that represent in the present moment, 
uncontrived, experience (Karoff et al., 2017). Learners assume full or collaborative 
responsibility for the learning process (cf. Hou & Pereira, 2017). Physical contact 
seems important in the process (Fűz, 2018). Jordan et al. (2018) explain that 
students are engaged socially, intellectually, and physically, which supports the 
embodied nature of experiential learning. 
Coker et al. (2017) highlight that the process of experiential learning can 
demand a significant amount of time and effort. They refer to two dimensions, 
breadth and depth, which provide unique benefits: depth (time invested) is perhaps 
important for higher order thinking. Whereas, breadth (different types of 
experiences) is essential for fostering softer skills such as social competence. 
Knowledge is situated in context: emphasizing place and time. Experiential 
learning occurs in a specified place (Smith & Segbers, 2018), in which interactions 
and contact with people are key (Harper, 2018). Pipitone (2018) conceptualizes 
place, which has both geographical and conceptual aspects (cf. Harper, 2018), as 
“landscapes full of sociocultural and historical meanings to be engaged with” (p. 
59). 
Engagement with the place is imperative in modulating participants to think 
more deeply and critically about the societal norms and power structures that 
surround them (Deringer, 2017), providing a broader life experience (Ribbe Jr et 





interactions, engagement with local rhythms and histories, and intentional 
narrative activities” (p. 264) in grasping the nature of the experience. 
Moreover, Smith and Segbers (2018) explain that students learn from and learn 
how to live with people from a variety of cultural backgrounds, which can assist 
learners to appreciate transculturality. This “attends to the way in which humanity 
has moved about the globe with single cultures now intertwined” (Smith & 
Segbers, 2018, p. 77). 
Community engagement is central to the process (Deringer, 2017), where 
learners themselves are central to the context (cf. Burns & Danyluk, 2017). Blair 
(2016) identifies that the nature of knowledge construction is a social process 
(highlighting the works of Dewey, Piaget, and Vygotsky). 
Furthermore, Fifolt et al. (2018) discuss the role of experiential learning in 
bringing a community together. This is particularly evident in service-learning (cf. 
Bennett et al., 2016). Pipitone (2018) discuss that to consider the learning space or 
place associated with the learning experience is to consider the socio-cultural and 
socio-spatial aspects of learning. 
Blair (2016) identifies that experience is also bound in time as well as place. 
In this regard, appreciation of the historical aspects of knowledge may necessitate 
a triangulation of learning means, which could include for example historical 
artifacts and videos of the historical occasion. Dorfsman and Horenczyk (2018) 
example that “educational museums are composed of objects, documents, and 





Learning involves risk, as experiential learning incorporates novel, 
challenging, experiences. Learners must respond to and accept challenge and 
behave with spontaneity to a new, novel, learning place or space that involves 
unpredictability and experimentation (Davidson et al., 2016; Fűz, 2018; Karoff et 
al., 2017; Whittington et al., 2017). 
Isaak et al. (2018) point out that risk and uncertainty is inevitable in 
engagement with the realworld. Experiences are unique, thus learners are unlikely 
to experience a uniform experience twice (Asfeldt & Beames, 2017). 
In addition, experiential learning is more often than not a collaborative process. 
S. Gibbons et al. (2018) provide examples of collaborative challenges: balancing 
a group on a small object or group negotiation of a challenging obstacle course. 
Karoff et al. (2017) discuss that for such novel experiences learners do not have a 
“script”, which promotes task difficulty. In this regard, support and trust from co-
actors in the learning process seem essential (cf. Dorfsman & Horenczyk, 2018). 
Moreover, the educator inevitably plays a very important role in facilitating 
the process, such as assisting learners to remain open to trying novel solutions to 
problems, encouraging tenacious attitudes, and promoting the effectiveness of 
communication skills (Isaak et al., 2018). 
Additionally, the process is often progressive in difficulty. Educators gradually 
increase the difficulty of the intellectual, social, emotional, and/or physical 







4.4.2 Research question 2: what is the nature of treatment of a 
concrete experience? 
 
Critical reflection is imperative in the process, which may act as a mediator of 
meaning-making. The complex nature of problem-solving involved with 
experiential learning demands higher order thinking (Collins et al., 2016). It is not 
surprising, therefore, that experiential learning fosters critical thinking skills (cf. 
James & Williams, 2017; Scogin et al., 2017). 
Reflection and analysis, which is often undertaken both alone (e.g., quiet time 
for journaling; Harper, 2018) and in collaboration with others, are two central 
features of the experiential learning process (Fede et al., 2018; Isaak et al., 2018). 
In reference to the works of Dewey (1938/1963), Asfeldt et al. (2018) discuss 
that reflection plays a central role in the learning process and is vital for making 
meaning of experience (cf. Deringer, 2017). In this regard, scholars generally 
position with a constructivist stance toward meaning-making (e.g., Dorfsman & 
Horenczyk, 2018; Grimwood et al., 2018; Isaak et al., 2018). 
Dialogue in collaboration with others, such as with the instructor and peers, 
allows further (double loop) deeper critical reflection (Asfeldt et al., 2018; Collins 
et al., 2016). This often demands that learners critically reflect upon their 
previously uncritically assimilated abstract conceptualizations, where learner self-
awareness is brought about and new or revised understanding is construed (cf. Hou 





Consequently, experiential learning is often an emotionally intense experience, 
as metacognitive awareness of “self” is gained. Larsen (2017) concludes that 
experiential learning is a “highly charged, emotional experience” (p. 279). 
Learning is purposeful and demands learners to take responsibility to act 
pragmatically to find solutions, through an inquiry process, to specific real-world 
problems. Learners have clear and purposeful roles and responsibilities in the 
learning process (Bialka & Havlik, 2016; Fifolt et al., 2018). 
Learning is problem-based, often project-based (Scogin et al., 2017). Thus, 
utilizes inquiry-driven learning methodologies (Munge et al., 2018). Terms 
associated with experiential learning include inquiry-based learning, student-
directed learning, active learning, problem-based learning, service-learning, and 
project-based learning (Blair, 2016; Breunig, 2017). 
Furthermore, Fede et al. (2018) point out that a key feature is that students are 
responsible for decision making throughout the process. This demands initiative 
and stimulates learner intellectual and emotional engagement. 
Thus, there is an emphasis on learner choice, which Isaak et al. (2018) identify 
as the sine qua non of experiential learning. In sum, learners are offered autonomy 
and are empowered to make decisions (Barron et al., 2017; Dorfsman & 
Horenczyk, 2018). 
Learners may negotiate solutions through creative means, the outcome of 






complete problem-solving activities in small teams. S. Gibbons et al. (2018) 
example that “Typically, participants work in groups of six to eight on physically 
challenging tasks that require elements of communication, cooperation, trust, and 
risk” (p. 3). Isaak et al. (2018) discuss a “sense of connection” (p. 34) as learners 
work collaboratively. 
Learner communication is essential for the success of the process (S. Gibbons 
et al., 2018), as students learn with and from each other (Murphy et al., 2017), 
pondering solutions through dialogue (Glowacki-Dudka et al., 2017). 
Consequently, relationships tend to develop through the process (Fifolt et al., 
2018). 
The process of finding solutions to problems may inherently stipulate creative 
ideas and creative solutions. Thus, demanding learners to think creatively (Collins 
et al., 2016; Isaak et al., 2018; Jordan et al., 2018; Scogin et al., 2017). 
In particular, Collins et al. (2016) point out that the process involves the 
solving of ill-structured problems, which is positioned as a critical competence in 
contemporary complex societies. They identify three important aspects: creativity, 
tolerance for novelty, and cognitive flexibility, in which adaptability is a central 








4.4.3 Revision to Kolb’s model 
 
An aim of the present study was to understand how educators interpret the meaning 
of a “concrete experience”. In the studies examined, concrete experience 
represented highly contextualized, primary, experience that involves hands-on 
learner experience in uncontrived real-world situations. 
This is contrary to D. A. Kolb’s (1984, 2015) own conceptualization that 
experiential learning refers to “the individual learning process that applied in all 
situations and arenas of life, a holistic process of learning” (2015, p. xx). This 
finding represents a clear and important difference in the conceptualization of what 
constitutes a concrete experience and seemingly warrants a revision to Kolb’s 
learning cycle (Figure 4). 
The present paper did provide support for four dimensions of experiential 
learning, as per D. A. Kolb’s model (1984). The five themes identified in the 
analysis coupled closely with Kolb’s four dimensions (refer to Figure 3), with 
however some very subtle but significant differences, which are summarized in 
Figure 4. These seemingly very important differences are explained further in the 
following sections. 
As noted in the methodology section of the present report, the data organization 
was complicated by the overlapping of the data into the themes identified. In this 





clearly very organically adjoined, which addresses Miettinen’s (2000) concern of 
Kolb’s model that its dimensions do not couple in a very organic or necessary way. 
Moreover, the proposed model takes into account graphical syntax issues 
highlighted by Bergsteiner et al. (2010) that (1) in accepted modeling practice 
time-lines should represent activities, and (2) simplification of the model can be 
achieved by removing the horizontal and vertical bidirectional arrows on Kolb’s 
model, which merely highlights orthogonal bipolar relationships between active 
experimentation and reflective observation, and concrete experience and abstract 
conceptualization (Figure 4). The proposed changes to the Kolb model are detailed 






























4.4.3.1 Concrete experience 
 
In the studies examined in the present report, learners were involved, active, 
engaged, participants in the learning process. Learners were placed physically, 
often in collaboration with others, in contextually rich learning environments that 
represented in the present moment, uncontrived, “hands on”, real-world primary 
concrete experiences (e.g., Grimwood et al., 2018; Larsen, 2017; Schary & 
Waldron, 2017). 
The idea of a “contextually rich” concrete experience (refer to Figure 4) 
actually falls against Kolb’s own conceptualization of experiential learning theory, 
who rather viewed concrete experiences as experiences that occur in “all situations 
and arenas of life” (D. A. Kolb, 2015, p. xx) that come through the sensory cortex 
(A. Y. Kolb & Kolb, 2013). 
An important distinction between the model proposed in the present paper and 
the Kolb model, concerning the interpretation of what is considered a concrete 
experience in experiential learning theory, is highlighted in one theme in the data 
of the present report: that knowledge is situated in context: emphasizing place 
(including community, cultural, societal, and/or social aspects) and time (present 
and/or historical). 
A key aspect of the learning process concerns learners learning to appreciate 
that knowledge is situated in context: fluid across time and place. Again, the need 
for learning to be situated in context was not stipulated in D. A. Kolb’s 





However, the present research report found that, rather, experiential learning 
is conceptualized by educators and scholars as a process in which learners are 
immersed in learning experiences that contain the fullest contextual information 
possible, in which the experiential learning process takes place. 
In this regard, Jarvis (2012), in particular, voiced a clear critique of D. A. 
Kolb’s model: that it does not take into consideration the social context of learning. 
Again, the studies examined in the present paper highlighted that the social context 
of learning has a central place in experiential learning theory. 
For example, in examining experiential learning from a socio-spatial 
perspective, Pipitone and Raghavan (2017) identified meaning-making as both a 
“participatory and collaborative process mediated through the body and embedded 
within social, spatial, and temporal realities” (p. 265) and it is through our body’s 
senses that we are able to experience place. 
Embodiment is a central consequence of immersing learners physically in the 
learning space. This is a key area for further research, which is discussed in more 










4.4.3.2 Reflective observation 
 
D. A. Kolb (1984, 2015) did not stress the need for “critical” reflection in his 
conceptualization of experiential learning: he did not differentiate between the 
requirement for critical or non-critical reflection during the learning process. 
However, it became clear in the present study that the solving of problems in 
context stipulates the need for critical reflection. Indeed, some authors (e.g., 
Harper, 2018) acknowledged that their course of experiential learning was 
informed by critical theory (Brookfield, 2001; Mezirow, 1981). 
In this regard, the studies analyzed in the present report highlighted that critical 
reflective observation is essential in the process (Figure 4), which acts as a 
mediator of meaning-making. In the process, learners must act in an investigator-
like manner and test the fittingness of new or pre-existing abstract 
conceptualizations against the present moment real-world experience (cf. Barron 
et al., 2017). 
That is, in order to effectively solve problems situated in a context that are 
posed during the learning process, considering the details of the conditions of the 
context seems imperative because problems are inherently context specific (cf. 
Langer, 2017). In the studies examined in the present paper, problems were 
authentic, but also generally open-ended (Scogin et al., 2017), with a purposeful 
aim (Breunig, 2017), where there was a need for learners to be comfortable with 





This may be understood further in terms of the Socratic concept that learners 
may approach the learning situation with a stance that all knowledge is provisional: 
learners may appreciate that they do not yet “know” and that solutions to problems 
in a real-world context are context specific (cf. Scott, 2018). Through experiential 
learning, learners may begin to appreciate the fluidity of contextual-conditions 
across place and time and become comfortable with change and uncertainty (cf. 
Langer, 2017). 
Indeed, in remodeling Dewey’s theory on experience and reflective thought 
and action, Miettinin (2000) interprets Dewey’s ideas in a different way to D. A. 
Kolb: depicting a process of learning that includes defining the problem and 
studying the conditions of the problem situation in order to formulate a working 
hypothesis. The model presented by Miettinin (2000) is seemingly complementary 
to the model proposed in the present paper and may, in addition, assist readers to 
understand the meaning of experiential learning. 
 
4.4.3.3 Abstract conceptualization 
 
Resultant from critical reflection on contextually rich concrete experience, the 
present model proposes that abstract conceptualizations may construe critically, 
that is, contextual-specific (Figure 4). 
Again, D. A. Kolb (1984, 2015) did not make the distinction between the 





Conversely, the proposed model predicts that in order for the model to operate as 
a spiral, with increasing complexity as a human develops and matures, contextual-
specific abstract conceptualizations are mandatory. 
A key aspect of this concerns learners learning to appreciate that the conditions 
of the context may change across time and place and therefore all knowledge is 
provisional and needs testing in context. This could be conceptualized as a 
“working hypothesis” (as per Dewey’s ideas, described in Miettinin, 2000), which 
when passed through active experimentation in new concrete experiences they 
become, potentially, higher order concepts. 
The importance of appreciating that abstract conceptualizations construe as 
contextual-specific in experiential learning theory (critically assimilated), rather 
than contextual-indifferent (uncritically assimilated), is found in critical theory. 
Mezirow’s (1978, 1981, 1991) work highlights that when abstract 
conceptualizations are uncritically assimilated, we get “caught in our own history 
and are reliving it” (1978, p. 101; readers are encouraged to read further in this 
regard: Mezirow, 1991). This form of learning may actually limit a person’s 
growth potential toward becoming the person they could be (cf. Arnold, 2017). 
In this regard, it is possible to plot a very different alternative learning cycle 
which involves (1) contextually-poor experience (2) uncritical reflective 
observation (3) contextual-indifferent abstract conceptualization, and (4) 
reinforcing/repeating active experimentation. Rather than a spiral, this cycle would 
represent a circle, where actions are repeated and would, rather, complement 





Indeed, it seems important to point out that experiential learning theory does 
not capture all forms of human learning; and probably no learning model will ever 
do so (Merriam et al., 2007). 
 
4.4.3.4 Active experimentation 
 
A key potential benefit of contextual-specific abstract conceptualizations is that 
they may enable learners to act pragmatically – to base their actions on their 
concrete experiences – in active experimentation with an encounter with a new 
concrete experience. In other words, this involves testing the fittingness of abstract 
conceptualizations formulated against new concrete experiences. 
Indeed, Roberts (2018) explains that a central tenet of experiential learning is 
found in the etymology of the word “experience”, which means “to test”, or “to 
risk” in Latin. In this regard, the process integrally involves risk, as experiential 
learning incorporates novel, challenging, experiences. Learners must respond to, 
accept the challenge of, and behave with spontaneity to the unpredictability that is 
inherent in the process. 
It should be considered that experiential learning is a process that deliberately 
places learners out of their comfort zones and, consequently, learners may learn to 
appreciate that conditions change, sometimes very discretely, across time and 





experiential learning, facilitates the process of inducing cognitive dissonance, as 
learners are challenged and “destabilized” (cf. Glazier et al., 2017; McGowan, 
2016). 
It was clear in the analysis of the present paper that experiential learning is a 
process in which the concrete experiences “push the edges of what they [the 
learners] are familiar with” (Grimwood et al., 2018, p. 9). Wainwright et al. (2017) 
discuss that immersion in a new place or space is one aspect that induces 
unfamiliarity. 
D. A. Kolb (1984) did acknowledge that active experimentation involves 
utilizing “theories to make decisions and solve problems” (p. 30). However, the 
model proposed in the present paper (Figure 2) makes the distinction, which was 
not made by D. A. Kolb (1984, 2015), that because, in the real-world, problems 
are inherently contextual-specific and ill-structured learners must become 
accustomed to considering the conditions in which problems are situated; in order 
to facilitate learners to progress successfully, in a spiral of learning, toward 
maturation and growth. 
 
4.5 Conclusions and future works 
 
The present study provides a rich insight into how educators may conceptualize 
and facilitate the concept of experiential learning (refer to Figure 3 for a summary 





(1984, 2015) learning cycle (Figure 4), which are proposed as important 
considerations in further works on experiential learning theory. 
The revision to Kolb’s model proposed addresses many key critiques that: 
there is a shortage of a sound empirical foundation to the model (e.g., Coffield et 
al., 2004; Miettinen, 2000), the dimensions of the model do not connect to each 
other cohesively (e.g., Jarvis, 2012; Miettinen, 2000), and the model typology 
lacks clarity (Bergsteiner et al., 2010). 
There were some weaknesses of the present study. In particular, although the 
systematic nature of the study allowed a rich insight into how educators 
conceptualize and facilitate experiential learning in practice, most studies reviewed 
were limited to contexts that represented out-of-classroom experience. 
There may be multiple reasons for this, including that physically getting out of 
the classroom may assist to facilitate experiential learning. In this case, examining 
the factors that encourage or discourage out-of-classroom experience seems 
essential. Moreover, publication bias toward what is seen as experiential learning 
cannot be ruled out. 
Furthermore, many of the studies analyzed were conducted in North America. 
This is an important consideration because it is possible that there are differential 
conceptualizations of experiential learning in different contexts. Moreover, 
studying the factors that limit the facilitation of experiential learning was not an 
aim of the present study but is an important area for future research. 
Empirical testing of the proposed model is required, with potentially further 





possible in the present research; especially concerns of further modeling issues, 
including whether the arrows should be bidirectional rather than unidirectional and 
whether concrete experience should be assigned as the starting point (cf. Jarvis, 
2012). 
Furthermore, the complexity of the experiential learning process (as depicted 
in Figure 3) should not be taken for granted. In this regard, further research could 
consider the facilitation of experiential learning from an educator’s perspective, 
including how to train educator competence to facilitate experiential learning. 
Moreover, another key area for further research concerns how over time one’s 
learning spiral may become more complex, as a human develops and matures. In 
this regard, some scholars in the field of experiential learning have realized the 
need to appreciate complementary knowledge in the field of cognitive sciences 
(e.g., Schenck & Cruickshank, 2015). 
Specifically, as identified in the present paper, embodiment that accompanies 
the experiential learning process represents a very important focus for further 
studies. Embodiment is a relatively underdeveloped area of research in educational 
and cognitive sciences (refer to Dijkerman & Lenggenhager, 2018; Kiefer & 
Trumpp, 2012, for reviews). 
Further studies should appreciate the recent findings from cognitive sciences 
that suggests that embodiment is an essential part of fostering a learner’s deep 
conceptual understanding. In particular, in a review article Kiefer and Trumpp 
(2012) discuss that over the last decades scholars wrongly assumed that when 





modality-specific sensory-motor information was lost. Rather, there is 
surmounting evidence that cognition is, vitally, based on reinstatements of sensing 
(using the relevant sensory organs), and/or feeling/acting (using the 
motor/proprioceptive organs) that accompanied the original experience. 
Thus, when learners are immersed, with their body, in a contextually rich 
experience, sensory-motor information becomes embodied in memory traces. It is 
thought that embodiment is essential for deep conceptual understanding and “for 
human cognition to develop at the highest level” (Kiefer & Trumpp, 2012, p. 19). 
In other words, potentially, to secure deep and meaningful learning the body 
cannot be decoupled from the mind during the process of learning.  
Indeed, in some educational contexts, such as in the vocational education and 
training of adults in the Netherlands, there has been a shift away from domain-
specific knowledge taught in classrooms (mind work, no body work) exactly 
because it has been realized that such education does not foster learners’ deep 
conceptual understanding of workplace knowledge and skills (cf. Biemans et al., 
2004; Descy & Tessaring, 2002; Jossberger et al., 2010, 2018). 
In this regard, experiential learning is a particular form of learning that, in 
addition to the many other possible learner benefits gained from the process 
detailed in the present paper, has much potential to foster learners’ deep conceptual 
understanding. Experiential learning is potentially applicable, but to date perhaps 






































5.1 Final conclusions and further research directions 
 
Self-directed learning was defined as a process in which a learner controls their 
learning objectives and means in order to meet personal goals or the perceived 
demands of their personal context, where the learner(s) themselves represent a 
central and salient feature of their differentiated context: representing a learning 
process in which a learner’s learning means and objectives are highly individual 
(cf. Chapter 1). 
The author positioned self-directed learning as a critical competence for adults 
living in our modern world, where social contextual conditions are changing 
rapidly (cf. Chapters 2 and 3). In this regard, fostering learners’ self-directed 
learning competence should represent a foremost endeavor in many formal 
educational contexts. Self-directed learning competence was defined as the ability 
of a learner to successfully and efficiently undertake self-directed learning. 
It was outlined that this report may be useful for a multitude of educational 
stakeholders including educators, curriculum developers, managers, and 
government policy-makers, but also personnel concerned with human resource 
development. 
However, what is highlighted in this thesis is the complexity of the self-directed 
learning construct. Multiple dimensions of self-directed learning and the 





report. Previous scholarly conceptualizations and models of self-directed learning 
have emphasized one or more of three dimensions: (1) the process of learning—
the management of learning tasks (2) personality characteristics of the learner, and 
(3) factors within the learner’s context that influence the possibility for learners to 
undertake self-directed learning. Chapter 1 outlines that self-directed learning 
positions with humanistic philosophy and constructivist epistemology. The 
pragmatic life-centered aspect of the self-directed learning process is emphasized 
in Chapters 2, 3, and 4, which represents a key further research direction. 
In Chapter 1, the author discussed the need to consider the cognitive aspect of 
the self-directed learning construct. This includes self-regulatory processes, but 
also how knowledge is construed during the learning process. In this regard, 
Chapters 3 and 4 of the present thesis, in part, addresses this concern. In particular, 
in Chapter 3 the present author identifies that perhaps self-regulation demonstrated 
in competent self-directed learners is not equivocal to the self-regulatory processes 
required to effectively learn from a teacher-directed learning process. Again, 
understanding how self-regulatory demands differ in self-directed learning in 
comparison to teacher-directed learning seems an important further research 
direction, especially concerning furthering our understanding of the didactics 
involved in fostering learners’ skills that are necessary to successfully and 
efficiently undertake self-directed learning. 
In considering the pragmatic dimension of the self-directed learning process, 
the nature of how a learner learns seems a vital consideration of further research 





model of self-directed learning proposed in Chapter 3 (cf. Figure 2), it is discussed 
in Chapter 4 that to enable the maintenance of motivation for self-directed 
learning, or to promote a spiral in learner growth, it seems essential to consider (1) 
the nature of a concrete experience during the learning process (2) the nature of 
how learners reflect on a concrete experience (3) the nature of abstract 
conceptualizations that form, and (4) whether these knowledge constructions 
enable the self-directed learner to be pragmatic in active experimentation. 
Importantly, it is proposed in Chapter 4 that these aspects of the learning 
process are essential to appreciate when considering the types of educational 
experiences that enable a spiral in personal development of a learner, rather than 
or compared to a learning process that promotes learners to move in circles, or 
sideways regarding their personal development: representing an exciting direction 
for further research on self-directed learning. In the following sections, the key 
findings and further research directions outlined in Chapters 2, 3, and 4 are 
summarized. 
 
5.1.1 Study 1 
 
Chapter 2 presents an empirical case study that examines the nature of teaching–
learning transactions that facilitate self-directed learning in vocational education 
and training of young adults in England. It addresses in part the concern that 
fostering the skills necessary for self-directed learning is an important endeavor of 





the knowledge of the present author, this was the first study to examine an 
educational system holistically in order to gauge whether in practice self-directed 
learning is facilitated in the formal education of young adult learners or not, in a 
specified context.  
The study was an exploratory thematic qualitative analysis of inspectors’ 
comments within general Further Education college Ofsted inspection reports that 
was conducted to investigate the balance of control of the learning process between 
teacher and learner within vocational education and training of young adults in 
England. The findings of this report example how an effective balance of control 
of directing the learning process may be realized between teacher and learner in 
vocational education and training.  
The report identifies the need to consider the hierarchical order of control issues 
in regards to directing the objectives of learning. For instance, balancing control 
of directing progression pathways between learners’ interests and economic 
demands seems imperative in any given vocational education and training setting 
internationally. The importance of higher order planning of progression pathways 
was outlined, including that students’ decisions regarding their progression 
pathways is restricted to the curriculum offering within a given educational 
context. These macro-level considerations should be taken into account when 
interpreting this report. 
In addition, the chapter identifies the need to consider the modulating effect of 
contextual factors upon the transactional balance of control of learning between 





outstanding and inadequate institutions emphasize the impact of the individual 
institution, including the teacher, in allowing more or less learner self-direction. 
This study reports that “inadequate” vocational education provision in the 
examined educational context reflected teacher-directed learning where teachers 
directed the objectives and means of learning, reflective of traditional or more 
didactical approaches. This represents a real concern, regarding the small but 
significant proportion of FE colleges in England to which this conclusion applies. 
A key finding of this report was that outstanding vocational education and training 
provision in England reflected a “mid-way” between teacher-directed learning and 
self-directed learning. This balance of control of learning between teacher and 
learner represented a “collaborative relationship” between teacher and learner. 
The report provides some clues regarding how the skills for self-directed 
learning may be fostered in vocational education and training. For instance, 
students were encouraged to take ownership for setting goals, but teachers and 
support staff provided guidance toward setting challenging but achievable goals. 
During the undertaking of learning, teachers guided learning activities, providing 
a framework for learning. But, at the same time, such tasks enabled a degree of 
flexibility for students to direct the objectives and means of learning. For example, 
portfolios were used to facilitate this possibility. Furthermore, it appeared that 
learner access to quality resources facilitated independent and group research. 
Additionally, timely and quality support enabled learners to overcome barriers to 





progression of independent learning. Feedback in “outstanding” provision was 
threefold: self-assessment, peer assessment and teacher assessment. 
The ability to apply theory to practice is of particular importance in vocational 
education and training. Thus, as well as the “process” of learning, it was 
highlighted that consideration should be given to the resultant “learning 
processing”—the cognitive aspect of learning. In this study, one important factor 
that differentiated outstanding provision was the role of teachers in arranging 
learning opportunities that enabled students to place knowledge or skills in their 
“real world”; thus, learners were enabled to apply what they were learning to their 
particular vocation. 
In sum, the author reported a clear difference between outstanding and 
inadequate provision in this educational context. Inadequate provision was 
overwhelmingly teacher-directed. Outstanding provision reflected a collaborative 
relationship between teacher and learner in directing the learning process, despite 
the Ofsted inspectorate body framework not explicitly identifying the need for 
learner involvement in directing the learning process. The chapter offers insight 
into the understanding of how an effective balance of control of learning between 
teacher and learner may be realized in vocational education and training settings 
and highlights the need to consider the modulating role of contextual factors. 
In light of the limitations of our present understanding of the cognitive aspect 
of the process of self-directed learning and concerning the further research 





fostering adult learners’ competence to adapt appropriately to our ever-changing 
world is a primary objective of adult education. 
 
5.1.2 Study 2 
 
Chapter 3 is a theoretical study, which proposes that the consideration of modes of 
learning (instruction, performance, and inquiry), a concept that originated from the 
typology of Houle (1980), could assist in the design of adult education that 
facilitates self-directed learning and enables learners to think and perform 
adaptively. Previous to this study, no study has reached beyond the typology of 
Houle, especially concerning the potential of using modes of learning in the design 
of adult education. The author identifies that an apparent oversight in adult 
learning theory was the foremost importance of the consideration of whether 
inquiry is included in the learning process: its inclusion potentially differentiates 
the purpose of instruction, the nature of learners’ performance, and the underlying 
epistemological positioning. 
To redress this concern, two models of modes of learning are proposed and 
contrasted in Chapter 3. The reinforcing model of modes of learning (instruction, 
performance, without inquiry) promotes teacher-directed learning. A key 
consequence of employing this model in adult education is that learners may 
become accustomed to habitually reinforcing patterns of perceiving, thinking, 
judging, feeling, and acting—performance that may be rather inflexible and 





changes: a lack of motivation for self-directed learning. Rather, the adapting model 
of modes of learning (instruction, performance, with inquiry) may facilitate 
learners to be adaptive in their performance—by encouraging an enhanced learner 
sensitivity toward changing social contextual conditions: potentially enhancing 
learners’ motivation for self-directed learning. 
The study identifies that in order to implement the adapting model of modes 
of learning in practice may require an alternative didactical framework. In this 
regard, it is discussed that fostering learners’ skill to self-employ such a didactical 
framework is seemingly critical for fostering self-directed learning competence. 
In sum, in Chapter 3, two models of modes of learning (Figures 1 and 2) are 
proposed and contrasted, which could be useful for educators to guide the design 
of adult education. When educators employ the reinforcing model of modes of 
learning, a teacher-directed learning process is promoted. Rather, the adapting 
model of modes of learning may assist educators to design education that 
encourages learners to become adaptive in their performance. Positioning with 
constructivist epistemology, an inquiry project drives the learning process. It is 
discussed that critical thinking is fundamental in facilitating successful learning 
outcomes. Learners are encouraged to appreciate that knowledge is not secure 
across context or time, encouraging an enhanced learner sensitivity toward 
changing social contextual conditions—potentially a pivotal mediator for the 
initiation and maintenance of motivation for self-directed learning. 
Finally, it is important to point out that a third model of modes of learning was 





instruction—which rather represents a process of discovery or play. Further 
research should not discount the possible value and importance of a discovery or 
play model of modes of learning, especially in terms of childhood cognitive 
development. 
The adapting model of modes of learning (Figure 2) could provide a useful 
framework for further empirical research, especially concerning the understanding 
of how to facilitate self-directed learning in formal educational settings. Case 
studies and longitudinal studies may be particularly useful for examining the 
nature of teaching–learning transactions in differential contexts. Moreover, as per 
the conclusions of Chapter 2, it is discussed that it is possible that there are discrete 
patterns in the balance of control of learning between teacher and learner in 
specific vocations. 
 
5.1.3 Study 3 
 
In line with the further research directions highlighted in Chapter 3, concerning 
the need to consider the nature and treatment of educational experiences that are 
conductive to learner growth and development, Chapter 4 presents a systematic 
review of the experiential learning theory; a theory that perhaps cannot be 
uncoupled from self-directed learning theory, especially in regards to 
understanding the cognitive aspect of self-directed learning, which presents as an 





In this regard, the report identifies that a key issue in interpreting D. A. Kolb’s 
1984 Experiential Learning Cycle model concerns a lack of clarity regarding what 
constitutes a concrete experience, exactly. A systematic literature review was 
conducted in order to examine: what constitutes a concrete experience and what is 
the nature of treatment of a concrete experience in experiential learning?  
In the empirical studies examined in Chapter 4, learners were involved, active, 
engaged, participants in the learning process. Learners were placed physically, 
often in collaboration with others, in contextually rich learning environments that 
represented in the moment, uncontrived, “hands on”, real-world primary concrete 
experiences.  
The idea of a “contextually rich” concrete experience (refer to Figure 4) 
actually falls against D. A. Kolb’s (1984, 2015) own conceptualization of 
experiential learning theory, who rather viewed concrete experience as to 
encompass all experiences that occur in all situations. An important difference 
concerning the interpretation of what is considered a concrete experience in 
experiential learning theory was highlighted in one theme in the data of the study: 
that knowledge is situated in context: emphasizing place and time. 
Moreover, the study found that, rather, experiential learning is conceptualized 
by educators and scholars as a process in which learners are immersed in learning 
experiences that contain the fullest contextual information possible, in which the 
experiential learning process takes place. The study also highlights that the social 





is a central consequence of immersing learners physically in the learning space, 
which represents a key area for further research. 
Moreover, it was clear in the present study that the solving of problems in 
context stipulates the need for critical reflection. In this regard, the study concluded 
that critical reflective observation is essential in the process (Figure 4), which acts 
as a mediator of meaning making. 
In order to effectively solve problems situated in context that are posed during 
the learning process, considering the details of the conditions of the context seems 
imperative because solutions to problems are inherently context specific. In the 
studies examined in Chapter 4, problems were authentic, but also generally open-
ended, with a purposeful aim, where there was a need for learners to be 
comfortable with ambiguity and uncertainty. 
It was discussed that this may be understood further in terms of the Socratic 
concept that learners may approach the learning situation with a stance that all 
knowledge is provisional: where learners become to appreciate that they do not yet 
“know” and that solutions to problems in a real-world context are context specific.  
It is discussed that a key consequence of learners undertaking critical reflection 
on contextually rich concrete experience is that abstract conceptualizations may 
construe critically, that is, contextual-specific (Figure 4). The proposed model 
predicts that in order for the model to operate as a spiral, with increasing 
complexity as humans develop and mature, contextual-specific abstract 





A key aspect of this concerns learners becoming to appreciate that the 
conditions of the context may change across time and place and therefore all 
knowledge is provisional and needs testing in context. This could be 
conceptualized as a “working hypothesis”, which when passed through active 
experimentation in new concrete experiences they become, potentially, higher 
order concepts. 
The study proposes that a key consequence of contextual-specific abstract 
conceptualizations is that they may enable learners to act pragmatically—to base 
their actions on their concrete experiences—in active experimentation with an 
encounter with a new concrete experience. In other words, this involves testing the 
fittingness of abstract conceptualizations formulated against new concrete 
experiences. In this regard, the process integrally involves risk. 
It should be considered that experiential learning is a process that deliberately 
places learners out of their comfort zones and, consequently, learners may become 
to appreciate that conditions change, sometimes very discretely, across time and 
place. 
The model proposed in this chapter may be considered in further research that 
concerns the nature of treatment of an educational experience intended to facilitate 
learner growth, a foremost concern of self-directed learning theory, which 
positions with humanistic philosophical assumptions. 
Moreover, it is discussed that empirical testing of the proposed model is 
required, with potentially further revisions. The chapter identifies that further 





Furthermore, it was suggested that the complexity of the experiential learning 
process as depicted in Figure 3 should not be taken for granted. In this regard, 
further research could consider facilitation of experiential learning from an 
educator’s perspective, including how to train educator competence to facilitate 
experiential learning. 
In addition, another key area for further research concerns how over time one’s 
learning spiral may become more complex, as a human develops and matures. 
Further studies should appreciate the recent findings from cognitive science that 
suggests that embodiment is an essential part of fostering a learner’s deep 
conceptual understanding. The author highlights in this chapter that, potentially, 
to secure deep and meaningful learning the body cannot be decoupled from the 
mind during the process of learning. This falls against traditional 
conceptualizations of formal education that involve mind work (no bodywork), 
inside walls of classrooms, away from the context in which solutions to problems 
are generated. 
To conclude, this thesis highlights the need to consider the pragmatic 
dimension of the self-directed learning construct. Further studies should consider 
that self-directed learning in adulthood often represents a means to solving or 
resolving life-centered problems in context. In order for a learner to fully 
understand problems and evaluate solutions generated against problems in context, 
and to enable a spiral in personal development, it seems advantageous that learners 
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